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1 – 
Studying Crisis and Social 
Solidarity in Rural Java
This	 study	 explores	 the	 social	 experiences,	 negotiations,	 and	 reconfigurations	which have occurred in Sriharjo Village (Bantul District, Yogyakarta) 
during a turbulent period of Indonesia’s history. It aims to focus on the changing 
conditions of poverty and social solidarity in the aftermath of two types of crisis: 
the nationwide economic crisis of 1997–1998 and the earthquake which caused 
widespread devastation in the Yogyakarta region in 2006. It attempts to shed light on 
the phenomena of crisis and disaster as periods of social ordering, disordering, and 
reordering, a phenomenon which is worth studying in itself. I am interested in the 
social processes which happened before, during, and after crises and disasters. What 
do crises and disasters reveal about social relationships and their dynamics? What 
new opportunities do they bring people?
After a brief summary of statistical data on changing poverty levels in 
Indonesia, this introductory chapter begins with a review of key ideas in disaster 
and crisis studies (Section 2). Section 3 then reviews available studies on poverty 
and social security in Indonesia. Section 4 introduces key concepts for the study of 
exchange and reciprocity, and Section 5 discusses relevant studies on the various 
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forms and dynamics of communal and reciprocal relationships in Indonesia, 
commonly summarized under the general heading of gotong royong. Based on the 
ideas introduced in these sections, the three main research questions are introduced 
in Section 6. The chapter closes with an account of the research methods used during 
field	research	in	Sriharjo,	which	involved	multiple	visits	over	a	period	of	more	than	
a decade, between 1998 and 2011, as well as a brief overview of the organization of 
subsequent chapters.
Poverty and Poverty Reduction in Indonesia
Since the introduction of the so-called ‘Ethical Policy’ more than a century 
ago, the late colonial government and every successive post-colonial regime 
have attempted to reduce poverty levels. Though these efforts have consumed 
considerable energy and funds, poverty remains a prominent topic in economic and 
political debates. Indonesia has seen a long series of programmes aimed directly 
at overcoming, reducing, or alleviating poverty, such as CCT (conditional cash 
transfer) programmes, rice for the poor, cash transfers for poor students, health care 
programmes, and urban and rural community development programmes, but the 
number of poor in the country remains substantial.
The New Order government that came to power in 1966 also instigated several 
programmes	 that	 differed	 significantly	 from	 the	 highly	 politicized,	 but	 generally	
ineffective efforts of its predecessor. The regime focused predominantly on overall 
economic growth to combat poverty. Beginning in 1969, a series of Five-Year 
Development Plans (Repelita - Rencana Pembangunan Lima Tahun) were launched 
as	 framework	 for	 the	 government’s	 development	 programmes.	The	 first	Repelita 
concentrated on the agricultural sector as the engine of development; the government 
started to build and repair dams and irrigation systems, to expand agricultural 
services,	and	to	implement	crop	intensification	through	the	Green	Revolution.	The	
immense investments in technology and infrastructure resulted in rapid increases 
in agricultural production. This was accompanied by what came to be known as 
the ‘Colt Revolution’,1 in which new means of transportation became available and 
transport infrastructure and communication improved: rural areas became more 
1 The ‘Colt Revolution’ is a term used to depict the rapid growth and socio-economic changes in rural Java during 
this period. Many open-back pick-up trucks and ‘Colt’ minivans (produced by Mitsubishi) were introduced, 
giving residents greater mobility and ensuring that their products could be transported more quickly and 
effectively. 
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accessible to urban traders and cities and urban markets became more accessible 
to rural populations. (Hefner, 1990: 2; Koning, 1997: 12; Singarimbun, 1994). In 
short, national economic conditions and rural social organization were transformed 
under thirty-two years of New Order government. In many areas, predominantly 
subsistence-oriented agriculture was replaced by commercial production, 
accompanied by an increase in non-farm employment. All of these developments—
including the struggles of the poor themselves against poverty—had an impact on 
poverty rates. The percentage of people living in poverty declined from about 50 per 
cent of the total population around 1970 to 15 per cent in 1995.2
The economic crisis of 1997–1998 has been considered a setback both in 
Indonesia’s economic growth and in poverty reduction, as the poverty rate increased 
dramatically for a short period of time. In early 1999 about 137.8 million Indonesians, 
or 66.3 per cent of the population, lived in poverty (Sukamdi, 2013: 5). After the 
regime changed and political reform of 1998, however, Indonesia’s economic 
growth resumed and poverty rapidly declined to pre-crisis levels. Central Bureau of 
Statistics (Badan Pusat Statistik – BPS) data shows that, by 2010, the poverty rate 
had declined again to 13.3 per cent (BPS, 2012).
Poverty reduction has run parallel to the development of the national economy. 
During most of the New Order, the average annual growth rate of the national 
economy was around 8 per cent. This growth rate, and in particular the fact that 
it seemed to indicate stable growth, gave the impression—both in Indonesia and 
abroad—that the country would be one of the 21st century’s emerging economies 
(Hill, 1996: 5). From 1993 to 1997, the economy grew at an average annual rate of 
7.1 per cent. It declined to around 1 per cent from 1998 to 2000 before increasing 
again to 4.7 per cent in 2000–2007 (Sukamdi, 2013: 5). More recently, it has grown 
to 6.5 per cent annually between 2000 and 2010 (Burke and Resosudarmo, 2012: 
301).
Despite this impressive decrease in poverty rates, one in eight Indonesians still 
lives below the poverty line, earning less than a dollar per day. Though the national 
economy has almost doubled since 2000,3 a large proportion of the populace still 
lives	in	or	very	close	to	poverty	and	faces	difficulty	making	ends	meet.	According	to	
a 2012 World Bank Country Report: ‘Out of a population of 234 million, more than 
2 	 Hill	(1996)	gives	a	figure	of	47	per	cent	in	1971;	The	Central	Bureau	of	Statistics	(2000) gives a poverty rate of 60 per cent for 1970.
3 The country’s gross national income per capita has steadily risen from $2,200 in 2000 to $3,720 in 2009, and it 
continues to grow at rates above 6–6.5% annually (www.worldbank.org Country Overview, accessed February 
2013).
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32 million Indonesians currently live below the poverty line, and approximately half 
of all households remain clustered around the national poverty line set at [a very 
low] 200,262 rupiahs per month ($22)’.4
In the Special Region of Yogyakarta, the region in which Sriharjo, the site 
of	 this	field	study,	 lies,	 the	 incidence	of	poverty	has	 likewise	shown	a	significant	
decrease, from 20.1 per cent in 2000 to 16.1 per cent in 2011. At the time of the 2006 
earthquake, poverty rates increased slightly from 18.6 per cent in 2005 to 19.1 per 
cent in 2006, and fell back again to 17.9 per cent in 2007 (Bappeda DIY, 2012). This 
shows	the	dynamic	nature	of	poverty,	which	is	influenced	by	many	factors.
This conclusion leads to a series of questions which have guided the current 
research	project.	The	first	question	is:	who	are	these	poor,	and	how	have	they	been	
excluded from the development process? One major weakness of the government’s 
programmes has been the temporary and often infrequent nature of the support 
provided. Never, during the New Order period, was any effort made to establish a 
programme to provide continuous aid or a safety net (such as basic social security 
legislation) to the poor. Only in 2004, long after the end of the New Order, was 
a	 first	 step	made	 in	 that	 direction	with	 the	 passing	 of	 the	 new	 Law	 40/2004	 on	
Social Security Reform (Sulastomo, 2008: 25). The New Order government had 
been unwilling to introduce such a system because it (conveniently) believed that, 
unlike ‘Western societies with their highly developed individualism’ (Ramesh, 2000: 
23), Indonesians could still rely upon support from family members or from local 
communities when they were in dire straits. As an example, in 1982 the Indonesian 
government reported to the World Assembly on Ageing that elderly care did not pose 
a serious problem because ‘the philosophy of life of the Indonesian people will deem 
it sinful if children and relatives will be neglecting their elders, and those children 
and relatives will on the other hand feel themselves lucky and honoured if they are 
in a position to make their elders happy’ (Indonesia Country Paper 1982 as quoted 
in Niehof, 1995: 428). Even if this had been true in some distant past, by the late 
20th century Indonesian society had changed immensely; a host of studies from that 
period both indicate a weakening of traditional institutions and neighbourhood and 
family bonds (Saptari, 1988; Hüsken, 1998; Koning and Hüsken, 2006) and question 
the assumption that poor and vulnerable people and social groups could rely on 
support from their direct social environment.
4 www.worldbank.org Country Overview Indonesia (accessed February 2013).
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This points, in turn, to a second question: if the government did not want or 
was unable to accept its responsibility to provide structural support to the poor, and 
if at the same time the role of local institutions and networks in securing a minimum 
livelihood has weakened, what does that mean for the poor when they experience 
adversities with which they cannot cope themselves? This question suggests a 
paradigmatic approach to poverty, one which moves away from traditional poverty 
studies to a study of social security, particularly in times of disaster and crisis.
Disaster and Crisis Studies
Located between two continents, Asia and Australia, and on the Ring of Fire, 
Indonesia has often experienced natural disasters, such as earthquakes, volcanoes, 
tsunamis,	 floods,	 and	 landslides.	Though	 communities	 should	 have	 learned	 from	
these experiences, it seems as though they still regard disasters as new, unprecedented 
incidents. Communities have thus not attempted to address disasters in their collective 
knowledge or life and social policy experiences (Abdullah, 2008). Communities 
still consider disasters to be natural events, and thus unpredictable: as such, they 
only respond after a disaster has occurred. For the layman, disasters are seen as 
extraordinary events which are associated with nature and detached from everyday 
human experience and activities (Hewitt, 1983: 6). Disasters are seen by some as 
abnormal or even supernatural conditions (Bankoff, 2009). As such, people are often 
unaware of potential disasters and do not prepare for them (Hewitt, 1983: 10).
Disasters are considered sudden and new events not only by the general populace, 
but also by scientists. In the academic world, the study of disasters from a social 
science perspective is relatively limited (Dowie, 2000). There is not much literature 
that comprehensively discusses disasters from an anthropological perspective over 
lengthy periods of time. Moreover, existing studies deal with external aspects of 
disasters, such as disaster intervention, mitigation and prevention policies,5 and risk 
assessments focused on the calculation of disaster probability and the analysis of 
vulnerability.	Lupton	(1999:	6)	 terms	the	latter	‘the	techno-scientific	perspective’,	
which has been dominated by disciplines, such as natural sciences, engineering, 
economics, medicine, and psychology. In these studies, risk is largely treated as an 
objective phenomenon that can be calculated using statistical formulas based on 
the probability of hazardous events and the magnitude of the consequences (Van 
5 See for instance Bankoff, 2009; Blaikie, et.al., 1994; Hilhorst and Bankoff, 2004; Van Voorst and Handgraaf, 
2012; Wisner, Gaillard, and Kelman, 2009; Van Voorst, 2014. 
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Voorst,	2014:	23).	The	aim	of	such	a	techno-scientific	perspective	is	to	identify	risk,	
map causal factors, build predictive models of people’s responses to various types 
of risk, and propose interventions that may help decrease risk or limit its negative 
consequences (Van Voorst, 2014: 26).
In fact, the problem often lies not so much in the natural disaster event itself as 
in community dynamics which affect disaster response and management and even 
the social construction of disaster itself. Natural phenomena, such as hurricanes, 
earthquakes,	and	floods	need	not	eventuate	into	disaster.	Proper	warning,	protection,	
knowledge, capacity building, health insurance, networks, and resources can help 
mitigate the impact of natural events and improve people’s ability to recover from 
their effects (Blaikie, 2002: 329). Thus, Blaikie (2002) and others have concluded 
that disasters are often man-made (Bankoff, Frerks, and Hilhorst, 2004). According 
to Oliver-Smith (2002: 34), there are theoretically two different causes of disasters: 
the existence of human exploitation, (i.e. vulnerability caused by poverty) and 
abuse of the natural environment (i.e. deforestation, but also settling in dangerous 
areas). Thus, ecological crises and disasters are created by the dialectical interaction 
between social and natural features.
Disaster and risk can occur repeatedly in human lives, with serious negative 
impacts, and it is thus important to understand how people and communities deal 
with such issues. Do they have enough knowledge to cope with disasters and their 
adverse	impacts?	Public	response	to	disaster	is	emerging	as	a	field	of	study,	given	
the various disasters that have occurred in many countries (including Indonesia) and 
the persistent mistaken responses. This is not only the fault of the public and NGOs, 
but also of the government. An approach is needed that examines various forms of 
disaster response, focusing on the responses of individuals and institutions, as well as 
cultural and political responses. According to Oliver-Smith (1996: 306), individual 
and institutional response analysis examines individuals’ and groups’ behaviour at 
every stage before and after a disaster. The study of individual and group responses 
includes the study of the adjustment of religious institutions, technology, politics and 
the	patterns	of	cooperation	and	conflict	that	arise	from	disasters.	Different	response	
capabilities may be based on various factors including class, gender, ethnicity and 
age (Maskrey, 1999; Rossi, 1993).
People’s response to disaster is highly contextual. Collective experiences and 
local responses to disasters lead to the continuous production and reproduction of 
local knowledge and wisdom in societies (Bankoff, 2014; Hilhorst, 2014). Various 
studies have also shown that the level of integration in a community has been 
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the foundation for that community’s recovery and rebuilding capabilities, while 
demonstrating that strong local knowledge of the physical and social environment 
determines communities’ ability to reduce short- and long-term losses (Oliver-
Smith, 1996: 306). Responses to disasters, according to Oliver-Smith, also have the 
‘catastrophic power’ to form, maintain, stabilize or destroy organizations and political 
relations. A disaster event becomes an opportunity and a cause for local political 
socialization and mobilization and can cause an alteration in state-society relations 
(Oliver-Smith, 1996: 309). Disasters can thus become the context for the formation 
of solidarity, activism, new political agendas, and the establishment of new power 
relations (Abdullah, 2007: 9). In fact, every disaster involves assumptions about and 
discussions of human behaviour, such as altruism, rational choice, private property, 
competition, reciprocity, economic interests and social assistance (Oliver-Smith, 
1996: 311). Torry (1979: 24) noted that the distribution of goods in the recovery 
phase can be inhibited by a variety of access structures, and that even religion can 
play a role in determining the distribution process.
Various authors have noted that anthropological studies should pay greater 
attention to the time factor, which means separating the shorter- and longer-term 
changes caused by disasters (Oliver-Smith, 1996; Hoffman, 2002). The changes 
may include the acceleration of an earlier-established direction of change, or, as 
Solway (1994: 67) asserted, the birth of a new change agenda. Crises and disasters 
can be revelatory: ‘a window on more fundamental features of social, economic and 
political change’ (De Jong, 2013: 26).
Disasters generate winners as well as losers; not infrequently a disaster can create 
an economic boom, for some, as projects create new jobs and income opportunities 
(Dudasik, 1982; Button, 1995; Palinkas, 1993; Oliver-Smith, 1996). Conversely, 
several studies show various negative outcomes of crisis or disaster response, 
particularly when many outside agencies are involved in relief and reconstruction. 
The sudden entry of external agencies and actors providing all kinds of assistance 
can cause stress and damage the social fabric (Abdullah, 2007: 10). Chairtakis and 
Rossi have shown that the various forms of aid in the reconstruction process can be 
more damaging than the disaster itself (cited in Oliver-Smith, 1996: 314). One group 
of people may be trying to maintain the patterns of life they lived prior to the disaster, 
intent on returning to them; another group may only see new opportunities following 
a disaster (Oliver-Smith, 1996; Clancey, 2006; Schencking, 2006). In the case of an 
earthquake, for example, people may suddenly gain the freedom to encourage the 
birth of a new social system or attitude (Oliver-Smith, 1997).
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Even in ‘normal’ times, not all groups can be assured of safe, comfortable and 
harmonious	lives.	In	reality,	especially	for	the	poor,	disorder,	disharmony	and	conflict	
are daily realities as they live in vulnerable environments (Blaikie, et.al., 1994). This 
leads to the continuous emergence of crisis in community life and constitutes an 
‘uncertain normality’ (Van Voorst, et.al., 2015: 424–429). Crises, thus, can be seen 
and experienced at the macro level (i.e. national, regional or community level) or 
micro level (i.e. group, household and individual levels).
Besides natural disasters and the recurring crises in the everyday lives of 
the poor, periods of nation-wide economic crisis are not a new phenomenon in 
Indonesia. According to White (2011), the Indonesian people have experienced 
economic	recession	(defined	as	negative	economic	growth)	at	least	four	times	in	the	
20th century, namely in the 1930s, 1940s, 1960s, and 1990s. Prolonged economic 
crises can also have major impacts on social, political and cultural life. The fall of 
both Soekarno’s Old Order regime and Soeharto’s New Order regime were in part 
provoked by the economic collapse of the early 1960s and late 1990s, respectively.
As will be seen in this study, the impact of nation- or region-wide crises on 
households and individuals, old and young, male and female, rich and poor, can 
be seen in the lives of the people of Sriharjo. This village has not only experienced 
economic crises similar to those faced by other villages, but also the devastation 
of	 the	 2006	 earthquake.	 Both	 crises	 had	 significant	 impacts	 on	 socio-economic	
and political life in Sriharjo, and as may be expected they particularly affected 
the lives of the poor and vulnerable groups in the village. While poverty increases 
vulnerability to external shocks such as crises and disasters (Blaikie, et.al., 1994), 
social security and social solidarity might play an important role in individual and 
group resilience, mitigating the negative impact of shocks and stresses (Hüsken and 
Koning, 2006: 1-26). A key question, thus, is to what extent, and in what ways the 
poor and vulnerable can rely on relations of social solidarity for support in times of 
crisis. Before we delve deeper into this issue, we need to look at the closely related 
concepts of poverty, social solidarity, and social protection.
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Poverty and Social Security Studies
Poverty studies
When	 Indonesia	 achieved	 independence,	 the	 country	 faced	 very	 difficult	
economic conditions, having undergone years of hardship during the Great 
Depression in the 1930s, the Japanese occupation (1942–1945), and the struggle 
for independence after the war. The Soekarno regime (1945–1966) began some 
development programmes, but had little success owing to continuous national and 
international political tensions. Things changed when the so-called ‘New Order’ 
came to power in 1966 and ended political opposition as well as political criticism in 
general. It laid the foundations of a new economy and society in an authoritarian and 
technocratic manner. For the New Order regime, poverty was not so much a social 
problem as a potential political danger. As such, the government needed reliable 
information on the extent of poverty in Indonesia and its causes.
In the early stages of Indonesian poverty studies, the focus was on the relationship 
between the population and available resources which, in a predominantly agrarian 
economy	like	that	of	1960s	Indonesia,	meant	insufficient	land	to	provide	all	people	
with access to agriculture, or, in other words, an unfavourable man-land ratio (cf. 
Tjondronegoro and Wiradi, 1984; Penny and Singarimbun, 1973). This problem, 
however, had been long recognized, even during the colonial era (Hefner, 1990: 
9–11;	Soemardjan,	1962:	5).	Notwithstanding	the	economic	and	political	difficulties	
in the 1930s and 1940s, the population grew at relatively rapid rates, generally above 
two per cent per annum. In the eyes of Soekarno, Indonesia was a large country 
that needed a large number of people to fully exploit its natural resources. In this 
pro-natalist policy context, the population grew rapidly while agricultural resources, 
particularly in Java, were limited and employment outside agriculture was scarce.
By the 1960s, population pressure was seen by various authors to already be 
leading to overexploitation of natural resources (particularly forests) and widespread 
poverty (Geertz, 1963; Penny, 1990). Nevertheless, after independence, the economic 
situation in the Javanese countryside had started to change: rapid urbanization was 
one of the most striking developments, bringing many people from villages to the 
big cities, either voluntarily because they hoped for a better future or involuntarily 
because of loss of access to agricultural land or work. In the villages themselves, the 
situation was changing as well, as an increasing number of people found employment 
outside the agricultural sector. Scientists gradually realized that someone without 
land	was	not,	by	definition,	poor,	and	that	therefore	other	indicators	had	to	be	sought.
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Sajogyo’s	ground-breaking	study	 (1974)	was	 the	first	 to	use	consumption	or	
expenditure data to measure poverty. He started from the minimum standard of daily 
needs calculated in terms of the price of rice: a person needed at least 120 kilograms 
of rice per year, plus an equivalent amount to cover other costs of living. This total 
of 240 kilograms of milled rice or its equivalent in money became Sajogyo’s poverty 
line.	 This	 classification	 of	 wealth	 and	 poverty	 found	 widespread	 following.	 The	
lowest category, the ‘absolutely poor’ or ‘destitute’, were those with less than 20 
kilograms of rice (or its equivalent in other goods or money) per person to consume 
per month; the second category, the ‘poor’, consumed between 20 and 26 kilograms 
of rice or its equivalent per month; the third category, the ‘somewhat poor’, had 26 
to 30 kilograms of rice-equivalent to spend monthly. Only those who could spend 
more than the equivalent of 30 kilograms of rice per month belonged to the ‘non-
poor’ category.
The study conducted in the village of Sriharjo by Penny and Singarimbun in the 
early years of the New Order stands out because of its detailed and clear presentation 
of rural poverty at the micro-level. In this village, which at the time was still rather 
remote, the authors differentiated the population into only two categories: those who 
had ‘enough’ (cukupan) and those that did ‘not have enough’ (kekurangan), echoing 
Geertz (1963). The cukupan were those households that had a decent permanent 
house and earned enough income to serve a meal at least once a day year-round. The 
kekurangan were those families, living in simple houses, who could not afford to 
serve a meal at least once a day year-round. Penny and Singarimbun’s monograph 
had a particularly strong impact because it depicted in great detail the problems and 
tensions of poor villagers (Penny and Singarimbun, 1973: 15).
Together, these above mentioned studies renewed interest in poverty studies 
and public discussions on how to combat poverty. However, the studies did not 
meet with general agreement: over the years, their assumptions and tenets came to 
be criticized, mainly because they saw poverty as a purely economic problem, or 
more	specifically	as	a	problem	of	income.	Esmara	(1986)	stated	that	poverty	had	to	
be seen in a broader perspective, and that indicators other than household income 
and expenditures needed to be used; symptoms of poverty, after all, also include 
malnutrition, illiteracy, disease, unhealthy environments, high infant mortality and 
a low life expectancy. Poor families tend to live in houses with few or no facilities, 
in an environment without access to clean water—let alone electricity—and amidst 
other poor families.
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Only in 1998 was the National Family Planning Organization (Badan Koordinasi 
Keluarga Berencana Nasional: BKKBN)	 ordered	 by	 the	 government	 to	 define,	
measure, and monitor poverty. It did so by developing its own conceptualization 
of poverty and parameters to measure poverty, which were to be used to design 
policies that could effectively combat poverty. On the basis of a series of in-depth 
studies,	 the	 BKKBN	 (1998)	 used	 a	 broad	 definition	 of	 poverty.	 In	 its	 overall	
parameters,	the	BKKBN	measures	families’	sufficiency	of	food,	clothing,	housing,	
health, education, religious awareness, family planning practices, and the interaction 
between members of the household, as well as transportation, savings information 
and social participation. Based on these factors, the BKKBN developed twenty-
two	indicators	and	came	to	a	differentiated	five-fold	classification	of	the	‘prosperity	
level’ of Indonesian households: (1) the ‘pre-prosperous (pra-sejahtera) family I’, 
a	family	 that	cannot	fulfil	 its	minimum	basic	needs;	(2)	 the	‘pre-prosperous	(pra-
sejahtera)	 family	II’,	which	can	fulfil	 its	basic	clothing,	housing,	food	and	health	
care needs; (3) the ‘pre-prosperous (pra-sejahtera) family III’, a family that can not 
only cover its basic physical needs, but can also invest in the personal development 
of its members; (4) the ‘prosperous (sejahtera) family	I’,	which	can	fulfil	its	basic	
physical, psychological and social needs, as well as invest in personal development, 
but	 is	 not	 involved	 in	 community	 activities;	 and	 finally,	 (5)	 the	 ‘prosperous	
(sejahtera) family II’, which can cover everything it needs and is active in social 
activities of its community. Community activities are not part of the indicators used 
in types 1, 2, and 3 because those households are assumed to spend most of their 
time on income-generating activities rather than social or community activities – an 
assumption which many would question, and for which no evidence was provided. 
Though the parameters of BKKBN are detailed, the logic behind them is not always 
clear,	and	there	are	many	difficulties	in	applying	them.
Around the same time the BKKBN published its poverty model, which was 
meant to become the national standard, the BPS issued alternative parameters to 
measure poverty by using actual consumption as the main indicator, based on the 
caloric intake and some other basic expenditures (BPS, 1998). According to this 
definition,	one	is	not	poor	when	one	consumes	more	than	2,100	calories	per	day	and	
can cover a number of essential non-food expenditures such as housing, light, water, 
clothing and intangible commodities such as community involvement. In retrospect, 
the BPS’ approach comes close to the original approach of Sajogyo, though its 
measurement	has	become	more	refined	and	therefore	more	difficult	to	apply.
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Not only government institutions such as BKKBN and BPS differ in their 
approaches	to	defining	and	tackling	poverty.	Nearly	every	government	department	
tends to apply its own method and criteria. Between the Ministry of Social Affairs, the 
Ministry	of	Health,	the	BKKBN,	and	the	BPS,	we	find	a	wide	variety	of	definitions	
and parameters, each designed from the point of view of the respective institution. 
Government	definitions	of	poverty	reflect	a	patchwork	of	differing	 interpretations	
of poverty and ideas about its roots. In that respect, we may conclude that the 
Indonesian	government	still	has	no	integrated	definition	or	understanding	of	poverty.	
Not surprisingly, then, the poverty reduction strategies of different departments in 
Indonesia differ both in (implicit) ideology and in practice.
Furthermore,	poverty	 in	 Indonesia	 is	not	as	static	as	 the	World	Bank	figures	
of persistent poverty might suggest. Some sectors of the poor have lived in abject 
poverty all their lives, some have only recently fallen into poverty, and others have 
managed to remove themselves from poverty. This mobility of households above 
and below the poverty line has been documented through panel surveys such as the 
various rounds of the Indonesian Family Life Survey (Wardhana, 2010; Suryadarma, 
et.al., 2008).
Turning from Indonesia towards more general research into poverty, we see that, 
at	 the	theoretical	 level,	poverty	is	 likewise	not	unambiguously	defined.	Chambers	
(1983)	tried	to	define	poverty	theoretically	and	conceptually	as	an	inseparable	chain.	
He writes that the core issue of poverty is the so-called deprivation trap, which 
consists	 of	 five	 ‘unfortunate’	 dimensions:	 (1)	 poverty	 in	 an	 economic	 sense;	 (2)	
physical weakness; (3) social isolation; (4) vulnerability or sensitivity; and (5) lack 
of	power.	Among	 these	five	dimensions,	vulnerability	 and	 lack	of	power	deserve	
the most attention because they cause serious poverty. A vulnerable family will not 
be able to cope with emergencies such as natural disasters or long-term illnesses. In 
such cases, an already poor family is bound to fall deeper into poverty. Its lack of 
power makes a poor family an easy victim of injustice by more powerful persons, as 
such a poor family has no bargaining power to resist or protest.
A	similar	broad	definition	of	poverty,	covering	economic,	social,	political	and	
cultural dimensions, is found in Ellis’ work (2000). In an economic sense, poverty 
equals	the	lack	of	resources	that	can	be	used	to	generate	sufficient	income.	In	a	social	
sense,	poverty	means	 the	 lack	of	a	 social	 support	 system	 that	can	help	 in	finding	
access to resources. In a political sense, poverty means weakness in forcing one’s 
access to resources when power-holders try to withhold them.
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Apart	 from	 its	multidimensionality,	 poverty	 can	 also	 be	 defined	 in	 absolute	
or relative terms. Absolute poverty is measured in terms of a minimum income to 
cover minimum living standards in food, clothing and housing (Todaro, 1995). The 
problem with applying poverty as an absolute condition is that each person has 
different	needs,	which	makes	the	empirical	definition	of	minimum	physical	needs	
difficult	to	use.	Only	from	a	macro-perspective	can	one	apply	absolute	criteria;	in	
micro-studies,	one	invariably	comes	across	local	definitions	and	interpretations	of	
poverty. This forces researchers to also understand poverty in a relative perspective, 
as Keban (1995) and Mas’oed (1994) have argued.
This relates to the anthropological departure point that social phenomena must 
always be placed in their local contexts because the meaning—and therefore the 
experience—of poverty may differ considerably between cultures. An oft-cited 
example is the traditional Javanese concept of ‘living simply’ (urip sakanane), which 
holds that adversity should be accepted as fate and something to endure. This example 
might appear rather convenient for those who adopt a laissez-faire perspective on 
poverty, but it highlights that one cannot understand poverty if one does not understand 
how poor people themselves view poverty. When poverty studies focus only on the 
living conditions of the poor and on why they live in poverty, they do not view the 
poor as actors who develop strategies to cope with their inadequate living conditions. 
While	nearly	all	poverty	studies	take	an	outsider’s	(or	etic)	point	of	view	by	defining	
poverty in objective material terms, in this study I also incorporate an emic approach 
that	explores	how	society’s	‘insiders’,	the	poor	themselves,	define	their	poverty.	This	
does not mean ignoring the material dimension (income, expenditure and assets), nor 
the social dimension (social networks, reciprocity). Rather, I will complement these 
approaches by presenting the views of those concerned, and by providing them with 
a voice in the discussion of rural poverty.
This is not a simple moral statement about the role of informants in the outcome 
of research. I am convinced that such an approach will show that poverty is not 
a static phenomenon to be measured purely in terms of property and access, but 
that it should also be viewed as a dynamic phenomenon. It is not something that 
happens to the poor and that is merely accepted, be it willingly or unwillingly, but 
something that the poor contend with to the extent that is within their power. Poverty 
is not only about a lack of belongings, but also the struggle to survive. There is a 
need for a more dynamic approach that not only assesses who the poor are, but also 
how they act to transform their circumstances. Therefore, I shift from the study of 
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poverty to the study of social security, an approach that focuses on the way in which 
complex problems are managed, and survival mechanisms are utilized, by the poor. 
This social security approach compels the researcher to focus on three aspects of 
poverty: (1) how the poor manage and cope with problems in everyday life; (2) how 
they	cope	with	adversities;	and	finally	(3)	how	the	poor	interact	with	others	in	order	
to survive. I will discuss these issues further in the following section.
Social security studies
Compared to research on poverty in Indonesia, which can be traced back to the 
early 20th century and the colonial government’s Mindere Welvaart Rapporten or 
‘Lesser Welfare Reports’ (Singarimbun, 1993), social security studies—introduced 
on a systematic scale by Franz and Keebet von Benda-Beckmann in 1988—are 
relatively new in Indonesia. The idea of social security itself originated in the 
industrialized world and therefore was generally considered to refer to social welfare 
measures provided by the state or other public bodies. As such, it referred primarily to 
the entire system of state-organized (or ‘statutory’) legislation and those institutions 
that	offer	people	a	financial	 safety	net	 against	 a	 sudden	or	unexpected	decline	 in	
income. This generally covers a range of public assistance programmes to overcome 
difficulties	 related	 to	 health	 problems,	 unemployment,	 and	 old	 age	 (Nooteboom,	
2003: 34).
Such	 statutory	 systems	 are	 often	 deficient	 or	 inadequate,	 particularly	 in	
developing	 countries.	 Popular	 ideology	 affirms	 that	 social	 security,	 whatever	
the form, must come from a variety of institutions. From this perspective, local 
institutions and relationships (whether based on kinship, patronage, neighbourhood, 
or community) may function relatively well in supporting their members when 
intervention is necessary. They may work to protect people from shocks that threaten 
their livelihoods, acting as a kind of shock absorber and thus securing communities’ 
continuity and stability.
In practice, it is highly doubtful whether such institutions have ever functioned 
in the way they are now imagined to have done: in times of general stress, there was 
little help available and it was certainly not accessible to all poor households (Benda-
Beckmann, 1988; De Swaan, 1988). The late 20th century has seen considerable 
changes in the nature of social networks of kin, neighbours and community (Hüsken 
and	Koning,	2006:	11).	Before	I	turn	to	this	issue,	however,	I	will	first	discuss	the	
social security approach to poverty in general.
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The prime concern of the study of social security is the mobilization of resources 
for the protection of sustainable livelihoods (International Labour Organisation, 
2012). It looks further than the material ownership of assets and has borrowed 
heavily	from	livelihood	studies.	In	that	field,	strategies	for	survival,	access,	and	the	
maintenance	of	access	(through	risk	avoidance,	diversification,	and	insurance)	are	
the primary focus. Applying a livelihood approach allows us to confront poverty as 
experienced by the poor: using a bottom-up approach, stressing the agency of the 
poor, and taking their actions and strategies into consideration. However, livelihood 
studies with an emphasis on strategies and individual actions tend to lose sight of 
the structural constraints that may thwart such strategies, and the social interactions 
which may support them. In view of this, a processual perspective that places people 
and their actions and relationships at the centre of analysis, and concurrently regards 
this action as the outcome and constituent of broader and longer-term processes, is 
needed.	The	point	of	departure,	then,	is	the	notion	that	the	poor	significantly	exercise	
agency; within the constraints set by larger structural forces, they actively shape 
their lives by means of material and non-material assets (Kaag, et.al., 2005).
Given the historical development of social security studies, there is an 
orientation towards systems of support, protection, and welfare provisions—i.e. on 
the institutions providing support. An adequate social security approach, however, 
requires an understanding of the social (rather than purely individual) strategies 
that individuals, households, and groups utilize to secure access to the resources 
needed	for	livelihood.	Therefore,	I	adhere	to	Nooteboom’s	(2003:	49)	definition	of	
the objectives of social security as ‘the—often local—provision of care and support, 
as well as individual or collective strategies and actions to secure access to care and 
support	for	the	general	welfare	of	individuals,	households,	and	specific	categories	of	
people’.
Social security, therefore, is part of a long-term process of mutuality, reciprocity 
and charity. Social security studies should endeavour to go beyond the simple study 
of income, economic conditions, and actors’ strategies. They should also include the 
ways in which people experience, perceive and respond to material and non-material 
forms of shock and stress that affect the livelihood of individuals and households. 
Therefore, social security is a point of departure for studies on long-term strategies 
to	achieve	protection	and	entitlement	to	support.	Practically	and	by	definition,	these	
strategies involve more than just members of the household; the wider sphere of 
relatives, neighbours and social networks must also be included in the analysis 
(Kaag, et.al., 2005: 9).
1 –Studying Crisis and Social Solidarity in Rural Java 16
As mentioned before, social security studies have borrowed heavily from 
the livelihood approach, and in this study I have endeavoured to combine both. 
To understand rural poverty in the Javanese village of Sriharjo, I will focus on the 
diverse measures taken by the poor to combat livelihood constraints, both in ‘normal’ 
times and in times of crisis. I will view the poor as actors who are maximizing their 
abilities, either internally within the household or externally by acquiring support 
from relatives, neighbours, social institutions and the government.
Exchanges and Reciprocity
In	 the	 absence	 of	 statutory	 social	 security,	 and	 with	 insufficient	 power	 and	
leverage in society, the poor are left with no choice but to rely strongly on reciprocity. 
Reciprocity refers to the exchange of goods and services between individuals and/
or groups (Dalton, 1968; Swartz and Jordan 1976; Sahlins, 1974) and can either be 
symmetrical or asymmetrical. Symmetrical reciprocity involves exchanges between 
social	equals,	such	as	when	peasants	work	each	other’s	fields	without	pay	or	invite	
their neighbours to a ritual meal (kenduri or selamatan) when a new baby is born. 
Later, when the neighbour’s child is born, a similar invitation will be extended in 
return. In such cases, the actors are, in social terms, of the same or similar social 
strata, and they perceive themselves to be so.
If the relationship is asymmetrical, exchanges may take the form of re-
distribution. This can be found, for example, when a wealthy farmer invites guests to 
his daughter’s wedding, or when a village chief summons villagers to contribute to 
the expenses of and assist with the preparations for a village festival. Here authority 
and inequality are involved, and the relationship is one of patronage in relation to 
clients.
Reciprocity requires a personal (face-to-face) and dyadic relationship between 
two parties. Such a relationship tends to be characteristic of small communities 
where members are mutually familiar and collective activities are still common, but 
not limited to such communities.6 The small community context generally ensures 
that	people	will	fulfil	their	obligations,	as	social	control	is	powerful	and	they	cannot	
risk being socially marginalized or ostracized.
Among the earliest contributions to the subject of reciprocity is Mauss’ 1924 
monograph “The Gift” (1967). In this short essay, Mauss laid the foundation for the 
6 Dyadic relations of reciprocity are also often found, for example, in political and business circles.
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theory of social exchange and the mutual nature of exchanging gifts as an integral 
aspect of community life. Half a century later, Sahlins distinguished three types of 
reciprocity: generalized reciprocity, balanced reciprocity, and negative reciprocity. 
He described generalised reciprocity within the context of mutual exchange. 
An individual or group gives something to another individual or group without 
determining a time limit for its return prior to the gift. Here, each party trusts the 
other to return the gift at some point in time. Within a family, people exchange 
material goods or affection without calculating if and when this gift will be returned; 
such gifts are highly controlled by morality and hardly ever by strict rules, let alone 
laws. Exchanges are based on trust, and people are not forced to return a gift when 
they are unable to do so (Swartz and Jordan, 1976: 479). Thus, this type of reciprocity 
is found predominantly in the sphere of close relationships (Swartz and Jordan, 
1976: 477–478). Within families, people do things as members of a collective that is 
aimed at self-regeneration, and therefore exchanges are not instrumental but express 
communality. However, though generalized reciprocity is prevalent within the circle 
of close kin, it may also be found in other environments, such as between neighbours 
and more distant relatives—particularly in agrarian communities.
Balanced, or direct, reciprocity involves an exchange of goods or services that 
are more or less of equivalent value. The exchange takes place between individuals 
or groups and includes a time dimension that stipulates when the goods and services 
are to be given, received, and returned. This is commonplace when people require 
goods or services from others. There is a more or less explicit understanding that 
the recipient will return a similar item or service when the primary giver requires 
it. Such an exchange is thus a transaction between people that is based on solidarity 
between equals with a longstanding relationship, which in turn acts as a guarantee 
that the gift or service will be returned.
Negative reciprocity is of a totally different category, as it refers to direct 
exchanges between people lacking any form of relationship. This phenomenon 
takes place in situations where people are unwilling to give but eager to receive. It 
includes the behaviour of ‘free riders’ in a community, or of common thieves, but 
also repressive economic systems where systematic forms of exploitation occur.
In Sahlins’ view, balanced reciprocity occurs between members of a community, 
whereas generalized reciprocity is common within the intimate family unit (Sahlins, 
1974: 199). Generalized reciprocity is a relationship where transactions are presumed 
to be altruistic and where the expectation of a direct material return is considered to 
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be unseemly or, at best, implicit. Balanced reciprocity refers to direct exchanges 
between people who have an ongoing relationship: failing to return the gift in time 
may disrupt the relationship between the parties involved. Sahlins (1974: 145–148) 
thus refers to balanced reciprocity as being ‘more economic’, and generalized 
reciprocity as being ‘more social’, and therefore more personalized in nature.
However, even if it is ‘more economic’, any kind of exchange takes place within 
a	moral	framework	and	thus	confirms	that	code.	For	the	members	of	a	community,	
that code has its own existence, apart from and beyond the exchange itself (Ekeh, 
1975). The morality which emerges from and is reproduced by social exchanges 
then becomes the framework in which economic, social and political relationships 
are embedded. Forms of balanced exchange create a general moral expectation that 
members	of	a	community	will	help	each	other	at	specific	moments.	It	creates	mutual	
obligations that bind people together.
This means that reciprocity—and in a wider sense social security, perceived as 
a system of mutual support—is a function of social relationships and social networks 
consisting of the nuclear family, and the wider circles of relatives, neighbours, 
friends, and the community. Between them exchanges take place. They have a moral 
dimension but are also instrumental in providing a social environment that may serve 
as a social safety net when people are confronted with problems which they cannot 
solve on their own. Through these networks, people become members of a community, 
and this means that having access to these networks is as essential as having access 
to economic resources for survival. As such, these networks are what Bourdieu and 
Wacquant (1992: 119) have called social capital: ‘the sum of resources, actual or 
virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by possessing a durable network of 
more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’. 
These networks may be crucial when it comes to coping with insecurities.
Changing Reciprocity
Academic studies on Javanese society have focused on various forms of 
reciprocity and mutual support, which are often summarized under the general 
heading of gotong royong (Bowen, 1986; Jay, 1969). Koentjaraningrat (1961), for 
instance, suggests that gotong royong in its original meaning is a form of community 
solidarity, which should be differentiated from reciprocity and mutual support. 
While reciprocity and mutual support involves expectations of return, community 
solidarity does not. Forms of community solidarity can be seen in cases when the 
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whole	 community	helps	 a	 neighbour	whose	house	has	been	destroyed	by	fire,	 or	
comes into action when a neighbour dies, without a calculated expectation of return. 
However, other scholars such as Hüsken and Koning tend to see gotong royong 
as an activity that does not necessarily exclude mutual exchanges. Drawing on the 
literature Hüsken and Koning have usefully summarized the four main varieties of 
gotong royong, as follows:
They go under a variety of local names, but in general they can be divided into roughly 
four categories: community labour (the collective implementation of public works like 
roads and bridges, or organizing the village night-watch); mutual help or reciprocal labour 
(exchanging labour in agriculture, contributing to house-building parties; but also mutual 
savings groups); ritual exchanges (contributions made to people organizing a life cycle or 
calendar ritual; and the redistribution of food to these donors); and everyday exchanges 
among close kin and neighbours. (Hüsken and Koning, 2006:12).
From	 such	 general	 studies,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 assess	 what	 actually	 occurs	 at	
the village level in Java, whether institutions that involve reciprocity and mutual 
support still have a social security function, and, if they do, to what extent. These 
local institutions may provide important forms of social security, and constitute the 
only source of aid when it is most needed. They are, however, rarely accessible by 
all members of a community, as not everyone is able to return the gift or service 
on offer. They might also involve obligations greater than the simple return of an 
equivalent gift; this is particularly the case in patronage relationships, which Scott 
described as ‘multi-stranded’ (Scott, 1976: 104). In sharecropping, for instance, the 
sharecropper must not only till the land and deliver a share of the harvest, but also 
do various odd jobs for the landlord. In such cases, the terms of trade between both 
parties involved in the exchange are such that equivalence has acquired a different 
meaning, one which is not ‘being of more or less the same quality and value’ or in 
other words, asymmetrical.
The reciprocal forms of mutual support fall under Sahlins’ category of balanced 
reciprocity, and are widely considered to be deeply entrenched in Javanese village 
communities. Although these support systems were supposedly common in the 
distant past, there are good reasons to doubt whether they have ever truly functioned 
in this way. Certainly present-day villages are quite different from what they were 
even	fifty	years	 ago.	As	 explained	 at	 the	beginning	of	 this	 chapter,	 the	 increased	
monetization	 of	 the	 economy	 and,	more	 specifically,	 the	 processes	 of	migration,	
urbanization, and education have led to a thorough transformation of the Javanese 
countryside. Kartodirdjo (1987: 254-271) writes that, under the New Order, Javanese 
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village society underwent extensive changes as a result of the national development 
policy,	 which	 particularly	 influenced	 the	 form,	 structure	 and	 content	 of	 existing	
reciprocal and mutual support practices as more and more activities were paid for 
in cash. During this time of transition and change in the village, be it as a result 
of development efforts or of the monetization and commercialization process, the 
morality of a rural community played an important role, particularly in curbing the 
individualism inherent in modernization and commercialization. Older forms of 
cooperation on the basis of mutuality, such as labour exchange and community labour, 
gradually gave way to wage labour arrangements where hired workers replaced the 
co-villagers who came to lend a helping hand (Abdullah and White, 2006; Hefner, 
1990; Nooteboom, 2003). As Hüsken and Koning conclude, ‘these institutions lost 
their “naturalness”, and new ones are increasingly exclusionary [...] As such the 
changing social security situation underlines the general profound transformation 
that Indonesian communities have experienced in the past decades where old, more 
or less open-access forms of communality and solidarity are rapidly dwindling or 
becoming increasingly exclusivist’ (Hüsken and Koning, 2006: 25-26). This seems 
to be less so in the case of ritual exchanges, as people still support each other when 
organizing weddings or circumcision parties, or when burying dead relatives.
Some authors conclude that, although moralities of sharing can be found in 
many villages, these societies tend to remain highly non-egalitarian with regard to 
the actual distribution of resources (Hüsken and White, 1989: 260; Mishra, Kristiaji, 
and Perkasa 2009; Suryadarma, et.al., 2006) or that shared poverty institutions have 
become more exclusivist (Hüsken and Koning, 2006). Moreover, when it comes to 
crises and disasters, the limitations of village social security may become visible 
as social solidarity comes increasingly under pressure. ‘Access to such communal 
institutions is increasingly exclusionary and limited [...] and has therefore acquired 
a more transactional or calculating character [...] institutions in themselves are 
under pressure. Being unable to participate in balanced exchanges; they [the poor] 
are forced to withdraw from those networks that are still viable in present day 
Indonesia’ (Hüsken and Koning 2006: 25). It is therefore interesting to see the ways 
in which crises and disasters at the local level—especially their aftermath—reveal 
the strengths and weaknesses of village social security systems and social solidarity.
1 –Studying Crisis and Social Solidarity in Rural Java 21
Research Questions
Having reviewed key ideas in the literature on poverty and social security, and 
returning	to	the	issues	raised	in	the	first	pages	of	this	chapter,	it	is	now	clear	that	any	
study of changing rural poverty and vulnerability in Java needs to explore, as a basic 
research question, how viable social relations of support and reciprocity have been 
in the past, and how viable they are today. Contexts of crisis and disaster add another 
dimension to this: they should provide the ultimate test of support and reciprocity 
networks and reveal dynamics of vulnerability and resilience which are less visible 
in ‘normal’ times.
Such an approach, as outlined above, brings us to the major research questions 
that will be addressed in this study of rural poverty in Java:
a. How has the situation of the rural poor changed? How has the transformation 
of the rural economy along with considerable contraction in farm employment 
and expansion in non-farm employment affected social security among kin 
and rural communities, in particular with regard to the rural poor?. How have 
conditions	of	recurrent	crisis	and	disaster	influenced	the	situation	of	the	rural	
poor?
b. What is the role of reciprocal relations and social networks among kin and co-
villagers in times of crisis?
c. To what extent do communal institutions (e.g. village and hamlet relief funds, 
charity and alms-giving, and the non-reciprocal, community solidarity forms of 
gotong royong) play a role in supporting vulnerable members of the community 
in times of crisis?
The review of relevant concepts and debates in previous sections of this chapter 
has many implications for the empirical study of poverty, crisis, and social solidarity, 
particularly as related to the above research questions. As crises affect different 
people and groups in different ways in a differentiated society, and responses of 
people and groups also may differ, research must be based on detailed knowledge 
of prevailing distinctions of location, social class, gender, and age in the community 
chosen for study. The impact of and response to crises needs to incorporate a 
time perspective: looking separately at impacts and responses in the immediate 
aftermath of crises and disasters, and the subsequent periods of relief, recovery and 
reconstruction. Responses may be purely individual or involve the use of social 
relationships, whether reciprocal (symmetric or asymmetric) or collective. These 
1 –Studying Crisis and Social Solidarity in Rural Java 22
questions will be the guidelines for the historical-anthropological presentation and 
analysis of data given in the following chapters, but before addressing them, I will 
elaborate on the methods employed in this study of Sriharjo, a village in the Bantul 
District of southern Yogyakarta, the social and economic development of which was 
previously closely monitored—primarily by Masri Singarimbun—between 1969 
and 1989, as documented in various publications (see Penny and Singarimbun, 1973; 
Singarimbun and Penny, 1984; Singarimbun, 1994).
Fieldwork in Sriharjo
As	 has	 already	 been	 mentioned,	 the	 first	 detailed	 study	 in	 the	 village	 of	
Sriharjo was conducted from 1969 until 1970 and published by Cornell University’s 
Department	of	Agricultural	Economics	in	1973.	It	should	be	noted	that	in	the	first	
study,	Singarimbun	carried	out	the	fieldwork	without	Penny	so	Singarimbun’s	main	
contribution was in the writing-up of the study (Penny and Singarimbun, 1973). This 
publication revealed severe conditions of poverty in this village. A series of micro-
studies conducted in later years in the same village (in 1975 and 1989) showed that 
major changes had taken place, as detailed in Singarimbun and Penny (1984) and 
Singarimbun (1994).
Penny and Singarimbun’s book and the subsequent articles by Singarimbun 
were the initial basis for my understanding of rural Java in the early New Order 
period,	 as	well	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 choice	 of	 this	 village	 as	 the	 site	 of	my	 field	
study. Although I used the results of Masri Singarimbun’s study as a starting point, 
this research project does not constitute a systematic re-study, as the theme and 
formulated	research	questions	differ	from	those	of	the	previous	field	studies.
My research in Sriharjo was conducted over a lengthy time frame. My initial 
research was conducted in 1998–1999 in the aftermath of the severe economic crisis 
of 1998, and the last systematic research was conducted in 2011. Although it was not 
originally planned this way (the initial idea was to study the role of social solidarity 
in the response to the 1998 monetary crisis), the earthquake of 2006 presented the 
opportunity to expand the study into a comparison of the two crises, which differ 
in characteristics, cause and consequences. It is thus of interest to understand the 
social solidarity behaviour among the residents of the community and stakeholder 
institutions during both periods of crisis.
My	first	 visit	 to	 the	 village	 came	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 1998,	when	 the	 rural	
population of Java was not yet feeling the full brunt of the economic crisis. My visit 
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coincided with the peak of the rainy season; it was raining heavily when I introduced 
myself	at	the	sub-district	office	of	Sriharjo	Village,	with	the	aim	of	getting	a	permit	to	
conduct	my	research.	The	office	was	quiet	that	morning,	with	only	two	administrative	
employees busy at work. One was making a report of the village and the other was 
attending to some local residents who required letters to process their identity cards. 
After	introducing	myself	to	the	employees	and	chatting	with	them	briefly,	I	decided	
to	look	around	the	sub-district	office	building	of	Sriharjo.	It	was	not	in	very	good	
condition, with old walls, and paint peeling off in several places. This was also 
true for the roof, which appeared to be leaking in several places. The pendopo that 
generally served as a meeting place also appeared old and poorly maintained.
Having waited some time, at around 10.00 am, the village secretary (carik) 
arrived. When I introduced myself and explained the reason for my visit, I was then 
invited over to his desk at the other end of the room, which he shared with the 
other two employees. I told him that I was assistant to Pak Masri Singarimbun, who 
wished to continue research in the village. When the carik heard this, he told me that 
he remembered Pak Masri from the 1970s, when he was carrying out his research in 
the village, though the carik had still been a child at the time. Recalling Pak Masri 
created a more conducive atmosphere and helped to establish a good rapport between 
myself and the employees during the period of research that followed. Continuing 
my discussion, I obtained some general information about Sriharjo and the various 
changes that had occurred there. I ended my conversation as more and more people 
queued to meet the carik, and I left to conduct some observations around the village.
From the map I had bought before and my discussion with the carik, I had some 
idea of the layout of the village. I began my exploration of the western section of 
the	village	by	motorcycle.	Rice	fields,	with	seedlings	around	one	and	a	half	months	
old, grew between the hamlets. Along the way, I stopped on numerous occasions to 
chat	with	the	locals	that	I	met	beside	the	rice	fields	and	on	the	road.	At	that	time,	I	
also	visited	the	hamlet	of	Miri,	which	was	the	site	of	Pak	Masri’s	field	research,	and	
met with the head of the hamlet. In fact, the hamlet head was quite young and could 
not	recall	Pak	Masri,	as	he	had	not	yet	been	born	when	Pak	Masri	first	conducted	
research. Furthermore, he was not originally from Miri but from another hamlet, and 
he had only become a resident of the hamlet after marrying a local woman.
I used the meeting with the head of Miri to introduce myself and gain initial 
information on conditions in the hamlet and various changes that had occurred there. 
It was late afternoon by the time I said goodbye and left. When I reached the asphalt 
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road	in	the	centre	of	the	hamlet,	I	asked	one	of	the	residents	where	I	could	find	a	
food stall. They answered that there were no food stalls in the region of Sriharjo 
and that the nearest warung was situated in the town of Imogiri, or in Selopamioro 
Village, located near Imogiri. I decided to go to this last food stall, which was located 
1.5 kilometres from the centre of Sriharjo Village, just past the Siluk Bridge that 
connected the villages of Sriharjo with Selopamioro. The menu was very simple, 
with	most	of	the	dishes	containing	fish	caught	from	the	Opak	and	Oyo	Rivers.	While	
eating, I talked with the other customers about current issues in the village. After 
finishing	my	meal,	 I	 continued	 on	my	 journey	 to	 the	 eastern	 section	 of	 Sriharjo	
Village. The only road to get there was located near the Siluk Bridge. Cutting across 
to almost the southernmost point of Sriharjo, there was a dirt road to the east of the 
village.
For	around	the	first	hundred	metres,	the	road	was	quite	good,	just	a	worn	out	
asphalt road. However, after crossing a small bridge, the road deteriorated to a dirt 
road	with	stones	scattered	about	the	surface	and	numerous	rain-filled	potholes	which	
left only small sections of the road dry.7 About one kilometre from the main road, the 
road suddenly narrowed, with a large rock protruding from the hillside on the left and 
the Oyo River, with a depth of about twenty meters, on the right. After following this 
narrow section for approximately one hundred metres, the road veered away from the 
river and into the centre of the hamlet. Along the way, I stopped at frequent intervals 
to chat with the local people. I continued my journey along the last two kilometres 
of road, which were full of stones and weeds, as houses became increasingly rare. 
The	 road	finally	came	 to	a	 stop	at	 the	eastern	end	of	Sriharjo	Village,	with	 steep	
hilly	cliffs	reaching	up	on	the	left	and	the	Oyo	River	flowing	on	the	right.	I	talked	
for some time with one of the locals cutting grass at the east end of the village, after 
which I returned to the centre of the village. Sriharjo’s administrative centre is 7.5 
km from its eastern end, with the hamlets of Ketos, Ngrancah, Pengko, Sompok and, 
finally,	Miri	located	along	the	way	(see	map	of	Sriharjo	in	Chapter	2).
At	the	end	of	my	first	day	in	Sriharjo,	I	was	struck	by	how	expansive	the	village	
was, spanning nine kilometres from west to east. The physical geography of the 
village	is	varied,	with	broad	contrasts.	In	the	west,	 the	land	is	flat	and	covered	in	
fertile	rice	fields,	whereas	in	the	east	the	terrain	is	dominated	by	steep	hills,	leaving	
7 In 1999, the road to the east of Sriharjo was widened to a few metres, though in parts only to three, and the 
surface	was	fortified	and	paved	with	asphalt.	Expenses	were	covered	with	assistance	from	Bantul	Regency	
Government.
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only small areas of land—predominantly near the Oyo River—which are fertile 
enough for rice cultivation. Apart from the distance between the two regions, there 
are other aspects that widely differ. The fertile west is relatively developed and has 
ease	of	access.	However,	the	east	remains	very	remote,	difficult	to	access,	and	rather	
neglected, if viewed from the perspective of the housing conditions of its inhabitants.
During subsequent visits I determined the exact site for my research (in terms 
of choice of hamlets). After several discussions with various parties, I eventually 
chose the hamlets of Miri and Sompok as sites for my research. Miri (the site of 
Singarimbun	 and	 Penny’s	 original	 study)	 with	 its	 fertile	 flatland,	 represented	 a	
more open and developed hamlet, while Sompok, with its remote and infertile hills, 
was considered the poorest hamlet in Sriharjo, and thus represented a more under-
developed hamlet.
I began my research by reading the available literature on Sriharjo. Besides 
the books written by Masri Singarimbun and David Penny, my knowledge of past 
conditions and changes in Sriharjo was gained largely from the writings of a number 
of different authors published from the 1970s through to the early 2000s, including 
Singarimbun and Manning (1976), Agus Indiyanto (2000), and Sukamtiningsih 
(2001). In addition, I found an abundance of information in reports and statistical 
data from the village, sub-district and district levels. These comprehensive readings 
provided an overview of the conditions in Sriharjo during the early New Order 
period as well as the changes that occurred through to the New Order’s end. With 
this	overview,	I	then	proceeded	with	the	field	research	in	a	series	of	further	visits.
I alternated my visits to stay in both hamlets and became an active participant 
in everyday village life, including in village rituals. Although I am not Javanese, it 
was no great problem to familiarize myself with the villagers. I was born in Bali, but 
had	spent	more	than	fifteen	years	in	Yogyakarta,	where	I	learned	to	speak	Javanese	
and became accustomed to behaving in the Javanese manner. Though most villagers 
could converse in Indonesian, speaking Javanese was crucial, as this was the language 
which the villagers used in their daily communications and with which they feel at 
ease. I also had to accustom myself to local expressions and dialect, but this did 
not	 prove	 too	difficult.	My	 status	 as	 a	 former	 student	 of	Pak	Masri	Singarimbun	
facilitated my access to information, as the older villagers in Miri remembered him 
well. When they understood that my research was a follow-up to his earlier studies, 
they were very willing to welcome me into their homes. As Singarimbun’s research 
had concentrated on Miri, people in Sompok were not as familiar with him, but they 
were also quite willing to receive me into their community.
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During	the	first	stage	of	research,	I	used	a	variety	of	approaches	to	collect	data.	
In mid-1998, after almost six months of participatory observations and in-depth 
interviews with various individuals at the village and hamlet level in both Miri and 
Sompok, I conducted a questionnaire survey of all households in both hamlets. 
Besides basic population data, the survey objectives were to determine socio-
economic	characteristics,	such	as	ownership	of	rice	fields,	other	farmland,	gardens	and	
forest land, as well as home ownership, education, employment, income, and social 
activities, such as mutual assistance or mutual cooperation (gotong royong), mutual 
aid systems (sambatan), assistance on reciprocal basis during social activities such 
slametan, weddings, and funerals (rewang), and other activities that the members of 
the community did to assist one another. A total of 351 households were recorded in 
the two hamlets, with 184 households in Sompok and 167 households in Miri; this 
represented more than 15 per cent of Sriharjo’s 2,279 households.
After conducting the survey, I returned to the collection of qualitative data by 
interviewing key informants, including village, religious, and community leaders as 
well as members of selected households. For each detailed household case study, I 
selected nine households in each hamlet: three extremely poor, three poor, and three 
that were not deemed poor. In-depth interviews were conducted with the head of 
each household, the spouse, and the children. In addition, in-depth interviews were 
also held with various young and old respondents, both male and female, as well 
as female housewife in other households. In overall terms, there were not many 
difficulties	 in	collecting	information	from	respondents,	 though	our	mutual	 lack	of	
familiarity was initially a challenge.
To address this, I tried as much as possible to involve myself in community 
activities such as gotong royong, sambatan, and the like, whether they took place in 
people’s	homes,	in	rice	fields,	or	in	the	forest.	I	participated	in	social	and	religious	
activities in both hamlets, and frequently joined the neighbourhood night watch 
groups (ronda malam). This proved particularly helpful as, during the evenings and 
nights, men had the time to talk at length and I was able to garner a considerable 
amount	of	significant	and	illuminating	information.	This	was	especially	true	in	the	
case of jailangkung, a mystical ceremony in which dead souls were called and very 
sensitive information would be revealed. By taking part in those sessions, I learned a 
lot	about	local	conflicts;	disputes	between	locals	and	their	neighbours;	about	people	
who used magic to gain riches (mencari pasugihan), and other stories that were not 
easily revealed to people from outside the community. I often used this information 
in subsequent interviews, in which I could delve more deeply into these matters.
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To estimate the conditions of poverty in both hamlets, I began with a detailed 
survey to which I added additional information based on my observations of general 
living conditions. However, the most interesting data was collected through my 
participation in the hamlets’ daily activities, and it was then that I could crosscheck 
data by comparing survey and observation results with the interpretations and 
perspectives of the people.
After	conducting	my	first	systematic	study	in	1998–1999,	I	frequently	returned	
to Sriharjo Village to stay abreast of developments in the village and to visit and stay 
in touch with the people of the hamlets, whom I had come to consider as neighbours. 
As my research extended over a considerable length of time, I gradually became part 
of the community, so I was kept informed of village news, even though I was no 
longer living there. For example, if I heard that a neighbour had died, I would always 
try to attend the funeral.
On 26 May 2006, a massive earthquake struck the region in the early morning. 
I returned to Sriharjo that same afternoon, initially to check on my neighbours. 
However, I was soon a regular visitor to the village, having offered my services as 
a volunteer, along with students of Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM). My role was 
as	a	field	worker	and	supporting	supervisor	for	activities	that	included	recording	the	
damage caused by the earthquake and assisting with community aid distribution. 
During this time, I was no longer a researcher, but a participant, albeit one who was 
also concurrently gathering information and observations related to the earthquake.
After the earthquake period, I returned to Sriharjo a number of times for various 
reasons,	albeit	predominantly	to	collect	data.	In	due	course,	I	observed	significant	
changes occurring in the village context. The physical face of the village had 
transformed, particularly with regard to its buildings, and people’s activities also 
appeared to differ in comparison to previous years. These observations impelled my 
return to the village in 2011 for more intensive research. The purpose of the new study 
was to examine the various socio-economic changes that had occurred in the village 
in the wake of the earthquake, especially in terms of poverty and social solidarity. 
The respondents for the new round of observations and in-depth interviews were 
the same as those who took part in my 1998 research, though I added several new 
respondents. To obtain detailed data about socio-economic changes, I conducted 
another survey of all households in the hamlets of Miri and Sompok. The results 
indicated	a	significant	increase	in	household	numbers	between	1999	and	2011,	from	
167 to 243 in Miri and from 184 to 241 in Sompok, while the total population had 
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increased at a much more modest rate.8 In addition to physical changes, such as 
earthquake resistant and uniformly shaped house designs, rapid change was also 
evident in the socio-economic conditions and relationships within the village.
In this study, households from various socio-economic strata have been used 
as the main unit of analysis, based on the consideration that poverty, as one of the 
primary issues to be analysed in this study, is best understood in the household 
context. Similarly, issues and changes in social solidarity within the community can 
also be viewed, to a large extent, in terms of inter-household relations. Besides this, 
however, my study has also tried to take into account the importance of inter-personal 
relations (as well as the gender and generational dimensions of these relationships), 
both within and between households.
Outline
This dissertation is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 has explained the 
background, theoretical framework, and research methods (including data analysis 
methods) used in this study. The theoretical framework section of this chapter deals 
with research into and theories of poverty, disaster, socio-economic crisis, social 
security and social solidarity. This examination of key concepts and theories has 
provided direction in the collection and analysis of data regarding the dynamics of 
transformation as experienced by the people of Sriharjo over more than forty years, 
in terms of both prosperity and social solidarity.
Chapter 2 discusses the location where research was conducted and provides 
a brief history of the socio-economic dynamics of the village. This chapter is 
intended to provide a historical context covering the Dutch colonial period, Japanese 
occupation, and Old Order. In this chapter I also explore the village’s economy and 
issues with poverty at the beginning of the New Order.
Discussion of socio-economic dynamics in Sriharjo under the New Order 
regime is continued in Chapter 3. This chapter discusses the increased employment 
opportunities in non-agricultural sectors, both inside and outside the village, which 
8	 Though	the	figures	show	an	increase	of	population	in	the	two	hamlets,	caution	needs	to	be	given,	as	individuals	
who migrate out of the village are often recorded as still living in their village of origin. Another possible 
explanation for this increase of number of households is closely related to various housing assistance 
programmes in the aftermath of the May 2006 earthquake. These programmes targeted households, providing 
one house for each nuclear household. As a consequence, many members of extended families separated from 
their household of origin and established a new one, thus gaining access to housing. This phenomenon will be 
further explained in Chapter 5.
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contributed to rapid changes in the village economy. An increase in mobility, allowing 
residents to work outside the village, also contributed to these changes. The poverty 
rate dropped, though poor residents were still found in various parts of the village.
Chapter 4 discusses the situation and responses of the residents of Sriharjo 
during the economic crisis at the end of the New Order (1998–1999). Though 
numerous studies have argued that the crisis had little effect on the rural residents 
of Java, in Sriharjo the economic crisis had effects which varied between locations, 
social classes, and other categories. Residents of Miri, who were more urbanised 
and depended more heavily on products from urban areas, were affected more 
greatly	than	those	of	Sompok	who	were	more	remote	and	self-sufficient.	Effects	of	
the crisis were also felt differently by persons of different generations; the younger 
generations were much more greatly affected than the elderly. Social solidarity 
during the economic crisis tended to differ between social groups, depending on 
how severely the crisis affected them.
Chapter 5 provides an analysis of the socio-economic and social solidarity 
dynamics in Sriharjo during and after the 2006 earthquake, approximately eight years 
after the economic crisis of 1997–1998, which destroyed nearly all of the homes in 
Miri. Sompok, however, was affected differently; the people of Sompok build their 
homes on hillsides and use traditional construction methods and materials, allowing 
their homes to better resist earthquakes. Social solidarity immediately following 
the	earthquake	was	very	high,	but	decreased	significantly	within	a	short	time.	Two	
important aspects of the post-earthquake period were the change in residents’ houses 
and (partly related to this) the form of their slametan, which have continued until 
now.
Finally, the dissertation ends by drawing together the main conclusions and 
some policy implications of the study in Chapter 6 (page 235).

2 – 
Sriharjo:  
Poverty and Inequality from 
the Pre-Colonial Era to  
the Early New Order Era
This chapter aims to discuss the dynamics of poverty and inequality in Sriharjo from colonial times through to the beginning of the so-called New Order 
regime (1967). The chapter begins with an explanation of the environment of the 
village	and	its	limited	natural	resources.	This	has	led	to	Sriharjo	being	identified	as	
an underprivileged village in Yogyakarta since ancient times. Aside from persistent 
poverty, there is also a long history of inequality between neighbourhoods and social 
groups within the rural community. The more fertile western part of the village has 
received more attention through government programmes than the drier eastern 
part. This chapter begins with a general description of the village and continues to 
discuss the dynamics of poverty during the colonial era, the transitional period of the 
Japanese	occupation	and	the	independence	war,	and	finally	during	the	Soekarno	and	
early New Order eras.
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Sriharjo and the Surrounding Environment
Sriharjo Village lies in the south of the Special Region of Yogyakarta (DIY), 
approximately 20 kilometres from the capital city of Yogyakarta and only a few 
kilometres from the seaside. Based on its geographical terrain, the village is divided 
into	two	main	areas.	The	first	area	is	located	at	the	farthest	end	of	an	extensive	and	
fertile valley, and the other on the slopes of the dry and barren Sewu Mountain 
Range in the south of Java Island. Between these two areas lie other hamlets that are 
also	part	of	Sriharjo.	Because	of	its	fertile	land,	the	first	area	is	more	developed	than	
the second, as indicated for instance by its asphalt roads and relatively well built 
houses. Sriharjo is only two kilometres to the south of Imogiri, a small town with 
a population of approximately ten thousand which is home to the Royal Cemetery9 
of the Mataram Sultanates, which ruled the regions of Yogyakarta and Surakarta. 
The village is accessible by the main road to Parangtritis Beach, a popular tourist 
destination south of Yogyakarta in Panggang Sub-District, which is just within the 
western section of Gunung Kidul District. It is an ecological transition zone between 
the	 fertile	 irrigated	Bantul	area	and	 the	mostly	dry,	 rain-fed	fields	of	 the	Gunung	
Kidul District. The village itself lies at an altitude of 15 to 200 meters above sea level 
with an average daytime temperature of 25–34 degrees Celsius; the temperature 
fluctuates	 sharply	 between	 the	 dry	 season	 (April–October)	 and	 the	 rainy	 season	
(October–April) (Monograph Imogiri Sub-District, 1998). In the dry season, the 
daytime temperature averages 34 degrees Celsius at noon, dropping to 17 degrees 
at night; during the rainy season temperatures vary between an average of 20 and 
25 degrees. Figure 1 shows the island of Java with provincial boundaries and the 
Special District of Yogyakarta.
9 Imogiri’s cemetery lies on a hill in the southern part of Imogiri Sub-District. It was built by Sultan Agung, in the Javanese calendar year (Jawa Jumakir) 
of 1554 (1632 AD). The name ‘Imogiri’ derives from the word ‘imo’ or ‘hima’ meaning snow, and ‘giri’ meaning mountain. Hence, Imogiri is considered a high 
place of purity, similar to heaven (Haribowo, 1982). It was believed that the spirits of the dead buried there could reach heaven.
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Figure 2.1 Java, showing provincial boundaries and the research location  
(the Special District of Yogyakarta)
The village has a natural border of hills and rivers, with a range of hills making 
up almost two thirds of the northern border. It is bordered to the east and south by the 
Oyo River. The western border is formed by the Opak River (see Figure 2.1). These 
natural boundaries of big rivers and steep hills have historically made this village 
geographically	isolated	and	difficult	to	reach.
The upper reaches of the Opak River start on Mount Merapi, in the northern part 
of Yogyakarta. This mountain is one of the most active volcanos on earth. It regularly 
erupts	and	discharges	lava,	ash,	and	volcanic	sands,	which	partly	flow	through	the	
Krasak, Gendol, Code, and Opak Rivers (Bantul District Monograph, 1999). Owing 
to their origins on the mountain, the rivers transport fertile volcanic sediment to 
rural areas and thus play an important role in the agricultural sector of Yogyakarta. 
On	both	sides	of	the	rivers	lie	valleys	and	fertile	rice	fields	which	have	supported	
intensive agricultural activities for many generations. This was also the reason why 
the two major principalities of Java – the Hindu Mataram and Islamic Mataram 
Kingdoms – situated their seats of government in the area south of Mount Merapi. 
Later, much of the area was developed as plantation land. During colonial times it 
hosted dozens of sugar, indigo, and tobacco plantations, with the majority located 
along the banks of the rivers (Utomo, 1983: 70–78). Due to continuous volcanic 
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eruptions, there is always a new supply of sand and stone sediment in the river beds. 
In past decades, this has created employment for people living along the rivers, as 
they excavate and sell sand and stone as building materials.
While the Opak River contributes substantially to soil fertility and therefore 
to agricultural prospects, the Oyo River, which has its upper reaches in the Sewu 
Mountain	Range,	does	not	provide	similar	benefits	for	the	inhabitants	of	Sriharjo.	
Because the soil on the slopes is dry, lime-based and lacks forest cover, water 
retention	is	low	and	the	Oyo	River	often	floods	in	the	monsoon	season.	In	the	dry	
season, water levels drop drastically, turning the mighty river into a small stream. 
According	 to	villagers,	 the	 river’s	flow	has	decreased	over	 the	years,	 so	much	so	
that in the long dry season, it dries up completely. This is unlike their experience 
during the Dutch colonial period, in which water supply was relatively stable and 
sufficient.	At	 that	 time,	 the	 teak	forests	on	the	slopes	were	much	better	preserved	
and provided greater water retention. This made the river navigable, and during this 
period it served as an important transportation route for forest products. Every year, 
thousands	of	 teak	 trees	were	floated	along	 this	 river	and	collected	along	 the	river	
banks in the eastern most part of Sriharjo. Indications of the role of the Oyo River as 
a transportation route can still be found in the remnants of old buildings where logs 
were stored, and also in weirs that were built to regulate the water supply. Nowadays, 
some people still occasionally fell teak trees and transport them along the river, but 
only during the monsoon seasons (Bernas, 14 October 2002).
The location of Sriharjo, precisely at the point where the two rivers meet, has 
conditioned its environment. The sedimentation creates sand banks in the river 
(called wedi kengser) that poor villagers use as agricultural land for the cultivation 
of vegetables, chillies, corn and the like. During the monsoon season these banks 
flood.	As	such,	the	land	can	only	be	used	in	the	dry	season.	Despite	the	unimpressive	
yields, in a village with a shortage of arable land, these wedi kengser provides a 
useful addition of natural resources. This contributes to the subsistence or income of 
poor residents, even though they have to bear the high risk of sand digging. Below is 
a	figure	of	the	administrative	map	of	Sriharjo	(Figure 2.2).
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Figure 2.2 Administrative map of Sriharjo
However, since the late 1980s, the acreage of the wedi kengser	 fields	 has	
decreased as the sedimentation of the Opak River has been brought to a halt. The 
first	reason	for	 this	 is	 the	construction	of	several	dams	that	retain	the	sediment	at	
the upper reaches of the river, the outcome of an Indonesian–Japanese development 
project	 called	 SABO	 (Sabo	 Report	 1997).	 The	 second	 reason	 is	 the	 intensified	
excavation of sand by the villagers. During the 1970s and 1980s, sand digging was 
predominantly a part-time job. Now, however, a number of villagers have made 
it their primary occupation and professionalized the exploitation of the river bed. 
Every day, dozens of trucks arrive to collect and transport the sand to construction 
sites. This has resulted in a deepening of the river bed and a strengthening of current. 
This has not only diminished the acreage of the wedi kengser	fields,	but	has	also	
undermined	 several	permanent	fields	 along	 the	 river	banks.	Since	 the	 late	1990s,	
some	twenty-five	hectares	have	been	washed	away.
Despite	the	SABO	project,	flooding	has	not	decreased.	Upstream	logging	has	
accelerated erosion, and since the 1980s, the increased water supply has caused 
in	excess	of	seven	serious	floods	 that	have	 inundated	 the	 lower	 lying	parts	of	 the	
village, destroying houses and farmlands and forcing those people who used to live 
along the banks to move to the slopes in the northern and eastern parts of the village.
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Village Origins
People tell different stories about the history of the village. Some believe that 
habitation only began at the beginning of the twentieth century. On the government 
map (Java Gouv’t Jogjakarta Blad 47/XLIIB) from 1850 there is no mention of any 
name that could be connected to Sriharjo. A later map (from 1890) mentions one 
kabekelan, named Trukan. In ancient Javanese, trukan, originating from the words 
truka or tetruka, means a region that is developed by chopping down the forest 
or	by	felling	large	trees.	This	is	further	defined	as	a	village,	hamlet	or	region	that	
originates from a forest that has been cleared. This etymology indicates that Trukan 
was	the	first	region	to	be	inhabited	at	that	time.	Trukan	belonged	to	the	Siluk	Lanteng	
tobacco plantation, which was in operation at the end of the nineteenth century 
(Soemardjan, 1962: 237). This supply post (kabekelan) was the transit point for 
workers crossing the Oyo River, which at the time did not have a bridge. Currently, 
Trukan is a neighbourhood (RT) in one of the hamlets (RW) of Sriharjo. The hamlets 
which make up Sriharjo were established by 1923–1929, as they are all included in 
the government’s Yogyakarta map from that period.
Some villagers say that Sriharjo was initially a place of exile for members of 
the Yogyakarta royal palace who had fallen out of grace with the Sultan. The place 
was chosen because it was not only isolated, but also close enough to the palace to 
be easily observed. Those members of the royal families that were banned from the 
palace were allowed to bring along a number of commoners to serve them in their 
new location. The exiles settled in what is now the hamlet of Mojohuro, where a 
number of descendants of those exiled can still be found. These exiles were the 
pioneers that cleared the surrounding forests and opened up farmlands. In present-
day topography we encounter the names of hamlets that indicate that they were once 
forest and waste lands: Jati (teak tree), Pelemadu (mango tree), Miri (miri tree), 
Ketos (wood) and Kedung Miri (deep river stream).
Until the beginning of the New Order regime in the mid-1960s, Sriharjo remained 
one of the most remote villages in the Special District of Yogyakarta (Penny and 
Singarimbun, 1973: 19). Therefore, we can conclude that in earlier times this village 
was probably much more isolated, lying as it does in foothills, surrounded by two 
major rivers. The village’s isolated location and its limited fertility meant that, in the 
past, few persons took up residence in the village. The opening of the Siluk Lanteng 
tobacco plantation, which provided high-quality tobacco to Yogyakarta, is thought 
to have led more people to take up residence in Sriharjo, be it of their own volition 
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or as a requirement set by those in power. Some of them were the early workers of 
the Siluk Lanteng tobacco plantation, who stayed on even after the plantation closed. 
There are no clear records of the area’s population before 1961.10 The population 
of Special District of Yogyakarta increased from 1,559,027 in 1930 to 2,231,062 in 
1961 (see BPS, 1980).
Sriharjo in Colonial Times
Land is important for most rural Javanese, as it determines their access to 
livelihood	opportunities.	In	the	Sultanate	of	Yogyakarta,	all	land	was	classified	into	
two	categories.	The	first	was	the	Tanah Ampilan or Sultan’s Ground: land directly 
under	the	authority	of	the	Sultan	and	administered	by	court	officials.	A	part	of	this	
land was used for plantations, be they directly managed by the court, including 
several sugar factories, or rented out to (mostly Dutch) entrepreneurs. A further 
part was designated as forest land which gradually went on to be exploited by the 
Forestry Service and some private entrepreneurs. The second type of land was the 
Tanah Kejawen or ‘people’s land’. Despite the name, this land was not land allocated 
to	 villagers,	 but	 given	 to	 palace	 officials,	 known	 as	 abdi dalem or patuh, who 
received	it	as	a	kind	of	appanage.	On	two	special	occasions	each	year,	these	officials	
had	to	surrender	a	share	of	the	proceeds	of	the	land	to	the	Sultan.	The	officials	did	
not manage the land themselves, but appointed deputies (bekel) in the countryside 
who	administered	the	fields	and	who	ensured	that	the	land	was	properly	cultivated.	
Although it was not strictly organized in terms of territories, it can be summarized 
that these bekel acted as chiefs of a village structure that usually comprised several 
smaller villages or hamlets. At the hamlet level, the bekel appointed headmen who 
were tasked with organizing the villagers, the so-called kuli (workers or contract 
labourers), to work the land. Both the bekel and the hamlet heads held dual roles: 
they were both village administrators and work supervisors.
While the bekel or supervisor of a village complex was appointed by and 
remained	accountable	to	the	Sultan,	the	Dutch	also	had	direct	access	to	this	official.	
So there was a system of parallel authority and the bekel had dual loyalties as well 
as dual burdens. On the one hand, they had to serve the Sultan. On the other hand, 
they were obliged to obey the colonial administration and its decisions on mobilizing 
10 During the colonial period, only a single census was completed, in 1930. Unfortunately, it does not record 
populations	at	the	village	or	sub-district	level.	The	first	census	after	independence	was	done	in	1961.	In	this	
census, population at the village level was recorded. 
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workers for plantations. Sometimes this meant ignoring duties to the Sultan when 
they	conflicted	with	those	of	the	Dutch	colonial	administration.	In	areas	far	from	the	
centre of government, the Sultan could not keep an eye on the bekel; his power was 
mostly limited to Yogyakarta, its adjacent regions and their populations (Kartodirdjo, 
1972:	23).	The	basic	principle	of	this	government	bureaucracy	was	that	the	officials	
(including the bekel) were not paid salaries in money, but were entitled to sections of 
village land (tanah pelungguh). Moreover, they could levy taxes on their population, 
a proportion of which was to be routinely given to the Sultan and a proportion of 
which they could keep for themselves. This system created an upper class – a very 
wealthy one – in the villages of Bantul. There were thirteen such kabekelan in what 
is now known as Sriharjo Village, each under the authority of a bekel: Mojohuro, 
Jati, Miri, Pelemadu, Dogongan, Ngrancah, Ketos, Trukan, Gondosuli, Sungapan, 
Pengkol, Sompok and Wunut.
Social and economic conditions, including land tenure, in the villages of 
Yogyakarta changed according to the changing administrative setting. In the colonial 
configuration,	the	Sultanates	of	Central	Java	were,	unlike	most	other	parts	of	Java,	
regions with special privileges, as the Dutch colonial authority practiced a system 
of indirect rule in these Principalities11 (the so-called Vorstenlanden). That meant 
that the native government structure was maintained, albeit under strict control from 
a Dutch governor, and with their own constitution. One of the principles of that 
constitution was that the princes claimed to be masters over all the land and all 
the people under their jurisdiction. This meant that the Sultan could issue special 
regulations with regard to the administrative organization of his territory and to the 
system of landownership in his region (Suhartono, 1991: 71).
The villagers themselves had no legal title to the lands, but held a type of usufruct 
right: they were allowed to work the land and to cultivate crops (Soemardjan, 1962: 
57). Therefore, these peasants were in a weak position compared to the village heads 
and hamlet heads. They did not receive wages for their labour, but had a right to a 
proportion	of	the	harvests.	Officially,	two	fifths	of	each	harvest	was	to	be	handed	over	
to	palace	officials	to	show	the	villagers’	submission	(the	patuh);	one	fifth	went	to	the	
bekel;	and	the	remaining	two-fifths	could	be	kept	by	the	villagers	(Suhartono,	1991:	
37). Soemardjan (1962: 177–183) notes, however, that frequently the villagers’ share 
11 The Principalities included the Sultanate of Yogyakarta and the Sultanate of Surakarta. In both Sultanates, there 
was a second court that ruled part of the territory. In Yogyakarta, this was Paku Alaman, whereas in Surakarta 
it was Mangkunegaran.
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was frequently less than a third of the harvest; when the patuh, bekel, or Sultan held 
events such as weddings or funerals, the villagers were required to contribute their 
crops. As such, the peasants frequently lived in poverty.
Some of the older people in Sriharjo still remember the way in which this 
tribute was handed over to the bekel. Villagers would gather in front of the house of 
the bekel, bringing their tribute of rice, bananas, yams, and corn, as well as livestock 
to formally hand over what was due. From there, all of the tribute would be collected 
and carried to the Sultan’s palace. This would take the form of a parade with the 
patuh and bekel leading a crowd of villagers carrying the crops to the square in front 
of the palace. The whole delivery system was also an exercise in modesty, devotion 
and loyalty: a humble way to express the villagers’ gratitude to the Sultan for the 
permission to live and work on his lands (Suhartono, 1991: 54)
The ordinary villagers could therefore be termed share tenants, but their 
position was, in fact, weaker than that of a tenant: from a legal perspective, they were 
considered royal palace servants entitled to grow crops – be it rice, fruits, or other 
plants – in exchange for a tribute to the owner and the appanage holders. The tribute 
they had to pay to the Sultan and the bekel was a form of taxation or rent, allowing 
them – but not giving them the right – to occupy a plot of land. The obligations of 
the kuli did not stop with this tribute. Villagers were also obliged to perform corvée 
labour, either for the hamlet head, the bekel, or the patuh. At regular intervals they 
were required to perform services, ranging from odd jobs such as gardening and 
repairing roads to helping with the preparations for ceremonies and guarding the 
home of the village head. On festive occasions, the bekel and patuh took villagers to 
the Sultan’s palace where they had to perform unpaid labour, such as cleaning up and 
repairing the palace grounds.
In	such	a	highly	stratified	society,	it	comes	as	no	surprise	that	there	was	a	clearly	
defined	internal	social	stratification	at	the	village	level.	The	upper	layer	consisted	of	
the	supra-village	officials	(patuh) who organized the villages and the bekel who were 
in charge of assigning land to residents and levying tribute. These patrons lived off 
the	crops	grown	by	villagers,	were	the	beneficiaries	of	corvée	labour,	and	were	also	
in	a	position	to	exploit	their	authority	for	personal	benefit	through	extortion	or	fraud.	
However, the patrons did provide protection against claims by other persons in 
authority, assigned superior positions to their favourite clients, and supported peasant 
families when a father and husband died or when families were struck by other 
adversities. Nevertheless, despite the use of such polite and euphemistic terms as 
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sumbangan (contribution) or tukon (rent) for the tribute paid, this was fundamentally 
an all-out exploitative system (Suhartono, 1995: 67).
The members of the village administration who assisted the bekel in managing 
the village all enjoyed elevated social status, though this was especially so for the 
bekel. Not only did the bekel receive a very substantial income – 20 per cent of the 
total village harvest – but he also held a position of almost absolute authority. He was 
in charge of the distribution of land at the beginning of each planting season and could 
favour his relatives and clients. Furthermore, he also had the right to exclude people 
from access to village land and even deny those whom he considered disobedient or 
lazy (Soemardjan, 1962: 79). He could force people in his region to work harder and 
produce	a	greater	harvest;	this	benefitted	the	bekel by enriching him and allowing 
him to present a greater tribute to the Sultan, thus ingratiating himself before the 
royal court: the greater his tribute, the more loyal he was considered to be. This 
was	not	just	a	matter	of	flattering	the	higher	authorities,	but	also	a	survival	strategy.	
After all, the Sultan or the patuh	could	fire	any	bekel	who	did	not	bring	in	sufficient	
tribute, as this was considered an indication of disloyalty or of mismanagement of 
the village.
Therefore, in order to become and remain a bekel,	 one	 had	 to	 be	 firm	 and	
heavy-handed, and at the very least feared by the underlings. In this sense, unlike the 
Javanese lurah in the directly governed region of Java, the bekel was more a member 
of the regional aristocracy (pamong praja) than a representative of the villages. As a 
member of the regional aristocracy, the bekel was in charge of organizing agriculture, 
while a pamong desa was the representative of the community. Because of this great 
authority and the backing of the aristocracy, the bekel acted as a kind of little king 
in his own jurisdiction with far-reaching powers over the lives of the villagers. 
Therefore, ideally, the bekel was not only physically strong, but also spiritually and 
supernaturally gifted; both would allow him greater control of his people.
As an indication of elevated status, the house of the bekel had an aristocratic 
design, using the classical joglo style that was also used in the main structures in the 
Sultan’s court. With a high roof constructed of the best teak wood available, it stood 
apart within the spacious yard, symbolizing the bekel’s status. In order to buttress 
his authority, the bekel would also typically keep sacred objects in his home, such 
as traditional daggers (keris), spears, whips, or rare minerals and gem stones. Such 
paraphernalia was believed to contain mystical powers that could both protect the 
bekel and his family and destroy those who were a threat to the bekel’s authority. To 
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distinguish	himself	in	the	field	from	the	common	kuli, a bekel would usually ride one 
of his tall horses when inspecting his territory.
As was the norm among the aristocracy, bekel families in southern Yogyakarta 
intermarried, not only as a way to maintain the status of their descendants but also to 
strengthen kinship ties amongst this group of rural ‘near-gentry’ and to close ranks in 
terms towards the commoners in the countryside (Hüsken, 1991: 157).
An old villager, Mbah Wito (interviewed 11 May 1998) who had lived near 
the bekel’s house in Sompok, Sriharjo, remembered that the old bekel had not only 
relied on his aristocratic status but also on cruelty to address people who opposed his 
rule or did not pay him homage. People were scared to face the bekel directly. When 
they met him on the road, people would move out of his way and bow their heads 
reverentially.
In	the	present,	we	can	still	find	the	remnants	of	the bekel’s original house, which 
is now occupied by one of his descendants. Though there is no longer such a position 
of authority as once enjoyed by the bekel, and his grandson is not a member of the 
village administration, people still feel a sense of awe when nearing the house. Not 
many dare enter the premises as they believe that a potentially dangerous mystical 
power is still present in this large joglo house. The bekel’s grandson remains highly 
respected and is even treated as a minor king by the surrounding neighbourhood. The 
respect shown, however, may at times be mixed with some ridicule, as the man has a 
tendency	to	treat	other	villagers	as	servants	and	(perhaps)	has	an	inflated	idea	of	the	
respect owed to him.
In addition to the two basic social divisions in Sriharjo – commonly known as 
the local gentry or bekel and the peasants or kuli – there was also a substantial internal 
differentiation among the peasantry. The kuli class was subdivided into three strata 
that were based on the ability of a household to work the land (or the number of able-
bodied men in the household). The highest of these was the kuli kenceng,12 a family 
with	a	house,	a	yard,	access	to	several	fields	and	labourers	working	for	them.	These	
were	the	first	class	villagers,	so	to	speak,	and	occupied	the	highest	stratum	under	the	
bekel and hamlet head. In the early 20th century, the bekel and the hamlet heads were 
usually selected from this stratum. The second class was the kuli setengah kenceng, 
those who had a house, but no yard or farm. Similar to the kuli kenceng, they were 
primarily peasants who cultivated the land, though some also worked outside the 
12 Kenceng literally is means ‘solid’; as such, they can be understood as the settled farmer class. Setengah kenceng 
then refers to those that are ‘half-way’ solid.
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field	of	agriculture,	generally	as	manual	 labourers	on	sugar	plantations.	The	 third	
class was the kuli indung, who did not have their own house, but lived as lodgers in 
other people’s homes and worked the land of others (Suhartono, 1995: 67). While 
Suhartono’s division of classes existed during this time, an additional class of kuli 
emerged. This class is known as kuli tlosor, those who were extremely deprived of 
resources and without property (no house and no land). They also had no steady 
employment, even though they were casual workers.13
Hence, the social structure of Sriharjo in colonial times was organized along 
two	axes,	the	first	being	access	to	political	authority	and	the	second	being	access	to	
land. These were, of course, inter-related. The bekel and the hamlet heads had the 
largest, most fertile proportions of land, located adjacent to rivers and thus having 
continuous	 irrigation.	The	first-class	 kuli – who were often related to the hamlet 
heads and often served as members of the village administration – generally also had 
privileged	access	to	the	better	fields.	The	drier	sections	of	village	land,	that	either	
could only be irrigated during the rainy season or could not be irrigated at all, were 
assigned to the class of kuli setengah kenceng. In general, the hamlet heads and the 
kuli kenceng did not work the land themselves, but employed the landless class of 
kuli indung.
Villagers had to compete for land on which to work. Whether or not one 
was assigned land, and how much land one was assigned, was determined by two 
variables:	 having	good	 connections	with	 local	 officials	 (the	bekel and the village 
government) and having enough labour power in the household to accomplish the 
work. Households with few able-bodied men (either as members of the family or 
as kuli indung) would be last in line when plots were distributed, and were thus 
marginalized. Without any kuli indung staying in their houses, elderly people, 
widows and widowers would automatically lose access to land, as they were not 
able to till the soil. In those cases, the vacant land could be assigned to lower-class 
households that had good relations with the bekel and had enough workers at their 
disposal.
The village community thus was not an undifferentiated mass of peasants 
dependent on supra-village authorities. Rather, it was sharply divided internally 
between those with access to larger plots of land and those who were taken in as 
‘lodgers’ and thus required to serve as labourers, tilling the soil, managing crops 
13 Tlosor means crawling like a worm or a snake. The kuli tlosor then were considered as low as worms. They 
were the village ‘tramps’.
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and bringing in the harvest in exchange for accommodation and meals. There was 
therefore a chain or network of vertical dependencies among villagers, with hamlet 
heads as clients of the bekel; the middle peasants as clients of the hamlet heads; and 
kuli indung as clients of the households on whose premises they lived. This complex 
patronage network did not preclude a limited scope for social mobility; landless 
households that behaved well and were loyal to their patrons occasionally received a 
plot of the communal lands, while landed peasants could lose access to their land if 
they were no longer able to cultivate it properly.
In 1912, a land reform program emerged in which peasants were no longer 
simply given obligations, but also the right to a decent life. After a debate of almost 
six years, in 1918 the Sultan of Yogyakarta made a new rule with two key points: 
peasants had individual rights over the land they worked for the duration of their 
lives, and they had the right to pass the land on to their descendants. This provided 
economic stability for their descendants, especially considering that they could work 
on the land and had the rights to sell the land. With this rule, it was hoped that 
peasants would work their land more diligently and do their best to preserve their 
land, adopting and developing more advanced agricultural techniques to ensure the 
greatest possible harvest. This change in the land law brought an important change 
to the village. Before, the peasants (the kawula of the Sultan) had no sense of being 
bound to certain land; they felt that could survive only as long as they did all of their 
duties, and recognized that the bekel could evict them at any time. As such, they 
had no desire to stay in any one location, and there was a high level of inter-village 
migration in Yogyakarta. A peasant would only stay in a village for a lengthy period 
of time if he had good relations with the bekel. If the bekel were replaced – generally 
by his eldest son – the peasant would have to build a good relationship with this 
new bekel or face eviction. The bekel interacted with each peasant in his region 
at a personal level, and his decisions regarding the fate of one peasant were not 
connected to that of other peasants. Peasants lacked the right to defend themselves 
from arbitrary treatment by the bekel, and they could not request support from the 
community, as the community had no legally recognized relationship with the bekel. 
After peasants’ secure tenure of land was recognised, their lives became much safer 
and more stable. According to Soemardjan (1962: 182), peasants in rural Yogyakarta 
had	0.75	hectares	of	rice	fields	in	Bantul	and	Sleman	or	approximately	3	hectares	
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of dry, rocky land in Gunung Kidul and Kulon Progo. In subsequent years, this land 
would be broken into smaller plots as it was inherited by the peasants’ children.14
The same year also saw a reorganization of the villages in the Sultan’s territory. 
The system of kabekelan was transformed into the system of kelurahan. In the new 
system, the position of bekel, which had enjoyed relatively autonomous power in the 
past, was eliminated. Formally, the purpose of the reorganization and elimination 
of the kabekelan system was to protect villages from the dual pressures of the bekel 
and the Dutch colonial administration. However, politically, the merger of kabekelan 
and their reorganization into kelurahan was meant to weaken the authority and 
the autonomy of the bekel as they were considered incompatible with a modern 
system of governance. The institution of salary land (pelungguh) was abolished 
and henceforth, the village leaders (hence called lurah) were paid a cash salary 
(Soemardjan, 1962: 36). In addition, some kabekelan were eliminated altogether and 
merged into a single kelurahan. This meant that several bekel and their assistants 
lost their positions. Those who were not successful in becoming lurah received a 
piece of land for their pension, known as pension land (pengarem-arem). The sub-
district head, once	a	ceremonial	figure,	became	the	official	directly	responsible	to	the	
court, as he was able to closely monitor and control what happened in the villages. 
The lurah was chosen by the sub-district head from among the village population 
and formally appointed by Sultan’s Decree. This allowed the Sultan to control the 
administration as he would only appoint loyal villagers to a position of authority. 
So, unlike the bekel, who had been relatively autonomous due to their position and 
wealth, the lurah were more dependent on the Sultan. In Sriharjo, the administrative 
reform of 1918 meant the merger of thirteen kabekelan into three kelurahan: (1) 
Mojohuro, consisting of the former kabekelan of Mojohuro, Miri, Jati and Pelemadu; 
(2) Dogongan, consisting of the former kabekelan of Dogongan, Ngrancah, Ketos, 
Trukan, Gondosuli and Sungapan; and (3) Kedung Miri, consisting of the former 
kabekelan Wunut, Sompok and Pengkol.
14 In the inheritance system in Yogyakarta, one can receive an inheritance from one’s father or mother. In the 
past, this inheritance system was termed sepikul segendong which allowed men to receive two times more than 
women. Presently, the inheritance system is highly variable, depending on the wishes of the parent. 
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Sriharjo in the 1930s
The Great Depression of the 1930s, the Japanese occupation (1942-1945) and 
the Indonesian war for independence (1945-1949) can be considered two decades of 
chronic economic disruption which had an effect on village communities. Sriharjo 
has been entwined with the global economy since the 19th century. Though the region 
was	not	in	the	centre	of	the	sugar	cane	fields,	the	region	held	large	expanses	of	sugar	
cane in several valleys and involved people from surrounding villages, including 
Sriharjo. For some sectors of the community, there was a history of involvement in 
the sugar cane industry that passed down through generations. The majority worked 
in	propagating,	tending	and	cutting	cane	in	the	fields.	Involvement	in	this	industry	
was a major motor for the expansion of the money economy in Sriharjo. 
The Depression of the 1930s resulted in a drastic decrease in demand for sugar 
on the global market, which in turn triggered a reduction in sugar production. As a 
result, incomes dropped and many workers were laid off. The situation created dire 
conditions for workers, who soon had little cash in hand. The sale of goods at the 
markets, such as palm sugar, coconuts, snacks, and handicrafts, also dropped sharply. 
In	the	village,	financial	transactions	were	severely	limited.	However,	villagers	still	
had to pay a variety of taxes, such as land and household taxes, which were generally 
paid in cash (Suhartono, 1991: 40).
The falling prices of products and the scarcity of cash forced people to sell 
whatever assets they possessed to attain some ready cash. This was primarily to 
pay their land tax and other taxes. Previously, the payment of taxes had posed no 
problem. However, it became a primary concern during the economic crisis of the 
1930s. Aware of the increasing pressure felt by the people of Yogyakarta to pay their 
taxes, the government endeavoured to develop new taxation policies. According 
to White (2011: 68–70), one of the policies implemented in response to the crisis 
was to reduce taxes on single plots of land and households for Koeli Karang Kopek 
(labourers with only one plot of land to farm). Household taxes were reduced from 
3 to 2 gulden, whereas the land tax was reduced by 30 per cent in Kebonongan and 
Adikarta (Bantul). Despite these reductions, the low price of agricultural produce 
and the falling levels of employment and wages for labourers meant that it remained 
difficult	for	the	people	to	meet	their	needs.
White (2011: 68–69) states that in the context of the crisis of the 1930s, in 
which cash was scarce and the price of crops depressed, ‘paid employees become 
prosperous’ while those working the land to pay taxes and to make a living for 
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themselves	experienced	immense	difficulties.	As	a	result,	in	the	1930s	there	was	an	
increase in land sales, in particular the Sultan’s land (consisting of house compound 
and	wet	 rice	fields)	which	 the	people	had	access	 to	use.	During	 this	 time,	people	
secretly sold land to gain income. The purchasers were primarily a small number of 
well-established households (primarily civil servants), who wanted the land to ensure 
their children’s future well-being. Concurrently, the bartering of goods increased; in 
pre-depression times, trade had used cash. The drastic economic situation continued 
through the Japanese occupation.
Sriharjo in the Japanese Period
With the arrival of the Japanese in Indonesia in 1942, there were high hopes that 
economic change would lift the community out of poverty and despair. Everywhere, 
the Japanese were welcomed with merriment and joy because the Japanese 
nation was perceived as an older brother that would free Indonesians from Dutch 
colonization. However, these hopes were dashed as the Japanese military occupation 
brought about truly appalling conditions. Many Sriharjo residents who had lived 
through this period had clear memories of the economic situation during this time 
and were able to collectively recall their experiences. They told of farm produce, 
such as cassava, rice, coconuts, bananas and also a variety of livestock including 
cattle, goats, and chickens that were forcibly taken by the Japanese government. The 
arrival of Japanese soldiers in a village instilled terror in the villagers. Initially, the 
Japanese soldiers purchased food from the villagers, but as time went on they began 
to simply steal the food. If they became aware of a villager concealing food from 
them, they would not hesitate to use violence, beating and abusing that person. This 
caused extreme terror amongst the community, and thus the villagers always tried 
to avoid the Japanese troops by escaping into the nearby hills. The fear was so great 
that they organised watch groups to give warning of the Japanese arrival. When the 
Japanese army arrived in Imogiri, usually one of the residents would come and warn 
villagers. Quietly, all of the villagers, especially the women and children, would 
relocate to the hills in the eastern part of Sriharjo. In some cases they would wait 
not for a few hours, but for two or three days, depending on how long the Japanese 
stayed in Sriharjo.
Aside from the feelings of anxiety and fear, the Japanese occupation was also 
marked by serious food shortages. When primary foods, such as rice and cassava, 
were seized by the soldiers, villagers were forced to consume various roots that 
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could still be found in the nearby foothills. In addition, they were also forced to 
eat banana tree trunks that were chopped and cooked as vegetables. Many said that 
hardly	any	people	in	Sriharjo	ate	rice	at	that	time.	They	all	shared	the	same	difficulty	
of food shortages, particularly of rice and even cassava and yams. If any of the 
villagers were able to eat such foods, they most certainly would have hidden them 
from	the	Japanese	soldiers.	Difficulty	finding	food	caused	hunger	in	various	hamlets	
in Sriharjo. In such harsh times, people were forced to eat coconuts just to line their 
empty stomachs. The theft of food by hungry villagers was rampant; nevertheless, 
villagers were able to understand that this was a consequence of the critical and 
emergency conditions they were facing. This is an indication of social solidarity on 
the part of those who are relatively better well off, as those who committed theft 
were a minority lacking access to food.
Another	 issue	 faced	by	 the	 community	was	 the	difficulty	 in	finding	 clothes.	
Hardly any villagers were able to buy clothing during the Japanese occupation. 
Aside from the lack of funds, textile production was halted during this time. Textile 
production centres had been forced to stop production prior to the arrival of the 
Japanese, and as a result, some residents, especially the poor, were forced to wear 
clothes	 made	 from	 jute	 sack	 cloth.	 The	 difficulties	 in	 accessing	 clothing	 were	
described by Mbah	Sus,	a	village	official:
“During the Japanese period, the majority of people in Miri hamlet wore jute sacks as 
pants. These jute sacks were generally used for rice and sugar, but were then used as 
clothing. Both men and women were forced to wear these extremely uncomfortable sacks 
which	were	very	hot	to	wear.	In	addition,	the	jute	was	full	of	fleas	that	bit	 the	wearers,	
causing the skin to itch, and often led to sores. At the time in the hamlet, there were only 
two pieces of batik cloth, owned by the wife of the hamlet head. These were borrowed 
whenever a villager married. The bride and groom would only wear the cloth during the 
wedding ceremony. There were no wedding receptions during the Japanese occupation. If 
someone married, any guests would only be provided with some simple food depending 
on the social status of the families”.
Sriharjo During the National Revolution and the Soekarno Period 
(1945–1967)
After the collapse of the Japanese occupation, the social welfare situation in 
villages around Yogyakarta during the war for independence under Soekarno did not 
experience	substantial	change.	The	National	Revolution	was	marked	by	difficulty	
meeting	daily	needs,	and	the	early	years	of	independence	did	not	bring	any	significant	
changes.	The	sugar	factory	and	cane	fields	that	had	been	a	source	of	income	for	years	
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had not yet restarted production. In the middle of the National Revolution, Barongan 
Sugar Factory, located approximately three kilometres north of Sriharjo and a driving 
local economic force for years, was burned down by the revolutionaries, destroying 
any remaining opportunity for those villagers who had worked as labourers in the 
cane	fields	or	in	the	factory.
A budget crisis also occurred in the village government system. Yogyakarta, after 
independence, became a special region (Daerah Istimewa) because of its role during 
the	revolution	(Soemardjan,	1962:	216).	This	change	had	significant	consequences	for	
the government budget. As the expenses of the village administration were considered 
a burden on the regional administration, various policies were introduced to decrease 
the	wages	and	salaries	of	local	officials.	On	11 April 1946, six months after Indonesia 
proclaimed its independence from the Dutch, Sultan Hamengku Buwono IX signed 
Declaration Number 16, 1946b, which stipulated that each kelurahan (village) had 
to	meet	its	own	expenses,	meaning	that	it	had	to	be	financially	autonomous.	If	any	
kelurahan could not sustain its needs, it had to be merged with a more prosperous one. 
In practice, this meant that salary lands were reintroduced, in larger (but now fewer) 
villages; therefore, the total acreage of tanah pelungguh decreased considerably. In 
the sub-district (kepenewon) of Imogiri, several kelurahan were merged into one. 
For example the kelurahan of Kedung Miri, Mojohuro and Dogongan were merged 
into a single kelurahan: the kelurahan of Sriharjo.
According to one informant, the economic situation of Sriharjo did not undergo 
any	significant	changes	until	the	end	of	the	Soekarno	regime.	Limited	agricultural	
infrastructure meant that peasants’ crop yields and incomes remained low. Besides 
agricultural work, the majority of villagers were dependent on the small industry 
sector, such as palm sugar production, charcoal manufacture, tempeh and tofu 
production,	and	firewood	trade.	These	activities	did	not	produce	a	large	income	for	
those involved, just enough to make ends meet. Meanwhile, those that possessed 
teak trees cut down the trees and sold them to prominent traders in Imogiri to acquire 
more income. This indicates that elites have greater resources to rely upon during 
times of crisis in comparison to the poor.
From the 1950s onwards, concurrent with the multi-party system that was 
implemented at the national level, political parties began to enter the village during 
the	 initial	 stages	of	 the	first	 national	 election	 in	1955.	 Initially,	 people	 took	 little	
interest in political activities, but later they became involved in party organizations 
at	the	village	level.	This	triggered	conflicts	and	tensions	in	the	wider	community.	The	
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number of parties in the villages increased and they competed with each other for 
members. According to Mbah Samto, an ex-village head of Sriharjo:
“The situation at the time was both extremely saddening and absurd at the same time, 
as	 there	was	 conflict	 between	neighbours,	 attributable	 to	 the	 struggles	 to	 acquire	more	
party members, and also to party differences. Nevertheless, there were also advantages 
for the poor because they were often invited to attend the information sessions. Whenever 
there was an information session, there was always food and beverages. In this kampung, 
the Muslim party (Masyumi), the Indonesian National Party (PNI), the Communist Party 
(PKI), Indonesia Movement (Gerinda), and the Indonesian People’s Party (Partindo) 
competed to hold campaigns. The kampung became very noisy all the time”.
The Muslims of Sriharjo and the surrounding area tended to be closer to the 
Nahdlathul Ulama (NU) than to Muhammadiyah or Masyumi movements. According 
to Soemardjan (1962: 226), the focal point of the NU movement in Yogyakarta 
was in the Wonokromo and Imogiri Sub-Districts, in rural Yogyakarta, whereas 
Muhammadiyah and Masyumi were centred around the Krapyak area, near the 
Yogyakarta city centre. Sriharjo’s proximity to the focal point of the NU movement 
meant	 that	 villagers,	 particularly	 those	 in	 the	 west,	 were	 more	 closely	 affiliated	
with the NU than the Muhammadiyah or Masyumi. The latter two movements only 
gained ground in one neighbourhood in Miri. The eastern part of Sriharjo was also 
affiliated	with	the	NU,	as	most	of	the	villagers	there	were	abangan.15 The political 
parties which obtained high numbers of votes in the 1955 election in Sriharjo were 
the Indonesian National Party, NU, and Masyumi.
After	 1960,	 chronic	 inflation	 brought	 further	 problems.	According	 to	White	
(2011:	75),	the	extreme	inflation	of	the	1960s	was	both	longer	and	more	dramatic	
than	the	economic	crisis	of	the	1990s.	In	the	first	seven	years	of	the	1960s,	the	level	
of	annual	inflation	in	Java	was	over	100	per	cent,	reaching	a	height	of	900	per	cent	
in 1966, a year after the spectacular “money-cutting” devaluation of the Indonesian 
Rupiah from Rp 1,000 to Rp1 on 13 December 1965. This compounded the serious 
conditions	in	Sriharjo.	Several	informants	told	me	how	difficult	it	was	to	fulfil	their	
daily food requirements prior to and during the 30 September Movement incident of 
1	October	1965,	blamed	on	the	PKI.	Concurrently,	fulfilling	financial	needs	was	also	
extremely	difficult.	Hardly	any	jobs	were	available	in	the	village.	Therefore,	several	
men left the village and worked as pedicab drivers in the city of Yogyakarta.
15	 Clifford	Geertz	(1960:	7–10)	defines	abangan as Javanese people who, while nominally Muslim, give greater 
emphasis to animistic and syncretic beliefs. 
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A description of the situation in Yogyakarta and the surrounding regions was 
clearly and dramatically depicted by White (2011: 74–75), based on reports in the 
Yogyakarta newspaper Kedaulatan Rakyat:
For food producers, severe problems were caused by the el niño drought and pests 
(particularly rats) in 1963 and 1964. Although local newspapers at the time actually 
contained very little news on local economic developments,16 the impoverished southern 
region of Gunung Kidul received special media attention at the peak of the crisis in 1964-
1965. On 19 February 1964 the Bupati reportedly wept as he submitted his annual report 
to the Minister of Home Affairs. Irregular rainfall and rat infestation had caused total crop 
failure	in	many	southern	districts;	some	peasants	had	planted	their	fields	as	much	as	four	
times in one season (with upland paddy, cassava or maize) and each time the rats had eaten 
all the seeds or young plants. Indications of distress sales were evident: houses which 
the previous year had sold for Rp 30,000 - 50,000 were now on sale for only Rp 5,000 
- 20,000 (Kedaulatan Rakjat, 20 February 1964). Hunger oedema was widely reported 
and three villages had requested to be moved en masse to transmigration areas in Sumatra 
(Kedaulatan Rakjat, 18 January 1964).17 At the same time it was reported that many people 
were now seen begging in Yogyakarta city “who did not look like ordinary beggars”, 
carrying their children with them (Kedaulatan Rakjat, 24 January 1964). The Yogyakarta 
city police reported that trucks had been seen dropping loads of unemployed people in the 
city. They could be seen begging in groups, most of them women and children. One such 
woman told a reporter that she and others came with their husbands from the sub-district of 
Pondjong (Gunung Kidul), and they went begging while their husbands looked for casual 
work around the pasar (Kedaulatan Rakjat, 4 February 1964).
In	summary,	 the	economic	situation	during	the	Old	Order	was	very	difficult.	
Inflation	was	high,	and	there	was	a	shortage	of	everyday	household	needs.	Meanwhile,	
efforts to improve harvests bore almost no results. This situation was compounded 
by the political instability which dominated the era. The political situation in the 
village at the time was very heated, as the party cadres criticized each other while 
trying to gain sympathizers from the community. The anti-communist movement, 
however, was not as heated in this village as in other parts of the country. Sriharjo’s 
close location to the centre of the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) religious movement meant 
that many of the villagers joined that organisation and could thus avoid entanglement 
in the G30S movement.
16 A typical (4-page) issue of Kedaulatan Rakyat in the early 1960s would contain one page of announcements and 
advertisements, another largely devoted to (mostly international) sports, one or one and a half to international 
and national affairs and the remainder to local news, including as much news from central Java as from 
Yogyakarta itself.
17 In February 1964 it was announced that the population of two of these villages (4,000 people) would be 
resettled in South Sumatra the following month.
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Although some of the villagers were members of anti-communist parties 
(though not the central leaders of the party), no extreme anti-communist actions, 
such as the abduction or murder of (assumed) communist party members, took 
place in 1965. For the people of Sriharjo, the 30 September Movement remains a 
collective	memory,	but	one	without	much	of	an	influence.	Though	several	peasants	
who had been part of the Indonesian Peasants’ Front (Barisan Tani Indonesia/ BTI) 
were arrested by soldiers, they were returned to their homes not long afterwards, 
because they were considered to not have any direct ties or high positions within the 
structure of the PKI.
Sriharjo in the Early New Order
One important reason for the choice of Sriharjo as the study site was the 
availability	of	 the	detailed	field	study	undertaken	by	Masri	Singarimbun	between	
1969	and	1970,	in	the	very	first	years	of	the	Soeharto	regime	which	he	and	his	military	
colleagues came to call the “New Order”. The rest of this chapter summarizes the 
social,	 economic	 and	demographic	 conditions	 in	Sriharjo	 in	 the	first	 years	 of	 the	
Soeharto regime, both before funds and programmes for village-level development 
became available on a large scale, and before Indonesia’s “green revolution” in rice 
cultivation. The analysis is mainly based on Penny and Singarimbun’s monograph 
Population and Poverty in Sriharjo: Some Economic Arithmetic (1973), with some 
additional information from Singarimbun’s notes from subsequent visits to Sriharjo 
and the author’s interviews with older village residents in the late 1990s.
Lack of access and limitations of the development program
As explained above, Sriharjo was one of the more remote and poor villages in 
the Yogyakarta region at the beginning of the New Order, with both limited access to 
a wide range of facilities and inadequate infrastructure and transportation. According 
to Singarimbun (1996: 198) and many informants, Sriharjo at the time was isolated 
and	difficult	to	reach,	despite	its	close	proximity	to	Yogyakarta.	The	roads	into	the	
village were similar to most rural roads in Indonesia. Some were paved with small, 
crushed stones (macadam), while others were simply uneven dirt roads. During 
the rainy season, parts of the road were washed away. The village’s two semi–
permanent bridges—Karang Semut and Barongan—often	collapsed	due	to	flooding	
or lack of maintenance during this period. Each time a bridge collapsed, new woven 
bamboo bridges were built during the dry season, when the river’s current was 
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less hostile. Such bridges were sometimes impassable for horse-drawn carriages 
(andong)18 and oxcarts (gerobak).19 They could only be used for pedestrians and 
cyclists. Furthermore, the village was surrounded on the north, south and west sides 
with rivers and on the east side with barren hills. Therefore, there was no public 
transport to this village. The only means of transportation available were horses and 
carriages. However, these could only be used as a means of transportation when 
the construction of the bridge permitted it. In cases where a bridge was poorly re-
constructed after collapsing, horses and carriages, owned by well-off people, could 
not be used. Therefore, the majority of the population travelled outside of the village 
by foot. People rarely travelled outside of the village; when they did so, the furthest 
they might go was Imogiri, approximately 2 to 3 kilometres from the village centre. 
Mbah Kumi, a community leader of Miri Hamlet, said:
“It was an agonizing time. Wherever you needed to go, you had to walk. The fastest 
transportation was horse and carriage (when the bridge was well-constructed), but there 
weren’t many in the village. Only rich people owned them. There were perhaps ten in the 
entire village. For transporting heavy goods people used oxcarts; they could carry more. So 
it was quite far to Yogyakarta. We would begin walking at dawn and arrive around 10 a.m. 
It was very different from today. Now Yogyakarta feels close by, we don’t need to walk, 
we just ride in a vehicle for a short time”.
The relative isolation of Sriharjo from the rest of the world was further 
exacerbated by the limited radio ownership. According to residents, there were only 2 
to	3	radios	in	each	hamlet.	They	generally	belonged	to	rich	people	and	public	figures,	
such	as	teachers	and	village	leaders.	Residents	would	flock	to	a	house	with	a	radio	
and listen together. The most popular programme was ketoprak (Javanese traditional 
drama). No one owned a television at this time. At the beginning of the New Order, 
around 1974, black and white televisions were installed in front of every sub-district 
office	with	 the	help	of	 the	Ministry	of	 Information.	These	were	mounted	on	high	
wooden poles, allowing a great many people to watch together. The televisions 
were turned on from 6 to 9 p.m. and residents of various villages would come to 
watch,	ensuring	a	lively	atmosphere.	Other	than	these	finite	media	resources,	locals	
18 Andong, or carriage, is a traditional Javanese wooden wagon drawn by two horses. It is a more fragile design, 
typically not strong enough to transport heavier goods. It is widely used for transporting lightweight goods and 
especially humans.
19 Gerobak, or oxcart, is a traditional means of transportation in Java drawn by one or two cows or buffaloes. It 
is a strong and sturdy cart, practical for transporting heavy goods. Buffalo or cows walk very slowly, but have 
the strength to transport more than a horse. An andong can travel much further and faster than a gerobak.
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depended mostly on village leaders for explanations and information on events in 
the outside world.
Such limitations also held true for agricultural infrastructure, such as dams and 
irrigation canals. Some areas in the south and west of Sriharjo that were potentially 
very fertile became less productive due to the poor irrigation. The village did not 
have an irrigation dam nearby in the Opak River. Agriculture in Sriharjo was highly 
dependent on irrigation water coming from Sindet and Dukoh dams. These dams 
were	at	a	significant	distance	upstream	and	the	water	passed	thousands	of	hectares	
of	rice	fields	before	reaching	Sriharjo.	As	such,	the	water	discharge	was	insufficient	
and unpredictable. Meanwhile, Tegal Dam, located at the north end of the village, 
was often damaged because it was not a permanent design, but rather one made 
traditionally, from piles of scrap wood and coconut trees. These wooden structures 
often	only	lasted	two	to	three	years.	When	the	Opak	River	flooded,	as	it	often	did	in	
the monsoon season, the dam would wash away. A dam was also attempted in the 
Oyo River in the eastern part of the village, but suffered a similar fate. This dam 
washed away every rainy season and residents gave up rebuilding it. The Oyo River 
was also considered to be less of a priority because only about ten hectares of rice 
fields	would	benefit	from	a	dam	there.	Villagers	in	this	area	depended	on	water	from	
the hills above. During the rainy season, this water was abundant, but in the dry 
season the springs in the hills dried up. This made rice production entirely dependent 
on the seasons.
The lack of government attention to infrastructure and agricultural facilities 
in the village was also noted in the research report of Penny and Singarimbun 
(1973). They wrote that there were almost no government programmes related to the 
improvement of agricultural production in this village. The hamlet of Miri received 
the	natural	benefit	of	being	upstream	and	had	access	to	an	abundance	of	water	in	the	
upper regions. The territories downstream, however, could never reliably depend 
on water access. Thus, most of the land could never be properly developed into 
productive rice paddies. Over the years, there was very little government assistance 
to improve farming conditions in the region.
Noting the village’s population density, isolation, limited infrastructure and 
facilities, and the low average land ownership (on which more details will be given 
below), Penny and Singarimbun considered the best method to improve the welfare 
of the people of Sriharjo to be the transmigration program. They recommended that 
poor households and landless peasants (tuna kisma) be moved to Indonesia’s outer 
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islands so that they could have better agricultural and land opportunities (Singarimbun 
and	 Penny,	 1984:	 35).	 However,	 this	 programme	 ultimately	 had	 little	 significant	
impact. Many people were unwilling to migrate outside of Java or leave their homes. 
Though some households were forced to join the transmigration program, this was 
not	because	of	poverty,	but	because	the	flooding	of	the	Oyo	River	had	washed	away	
their homes. In 1971, eight families moved to other islands; eleven families migrated 
in	the	next	year,	eight	in	1973,	and	six	in	1974.	All	had	suffered	from	river	flooding,	
and the government tried to convince them that it was the right move to make. In the 
long term, the transmigration program was ultimately considered a failure because 
too few families were interested in the program (Singarimbun, 1976: 12).
Work in the agricultural sector and land ownership
Agricultural land was very sparse in this area because it lies in a narrow valley 
between barren mountains and large rivers. Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 10) 
record that, in 1970, Sriharjo had a total area of 583.5 hectares with a population 
density of 1,290 per square kilometre. Of the total land area, 66.6 hectares or 11.41 
per cent could not be used for agriculture because it was used for public facilities, 
such as 8.1 hectares for a graveyard and the rest for roads, ditches, etc. If this land 
is not counted, the population density would increase to 1,480 per square kilometre.
Of the total land available in Sriharjo (508.7 hectares), a total of 430.4 hectares 
was privately owned, with another 68.3 hectares belonging to the village government. 
If	broken	down	into	use,	privately	owned	land	consisted	of	36	per	cent	rice	fields	
(sawah), 33 per cent house compounds (pekarangan), and the remaining 31 per cent 
dry land (tegalan). Village government-owned land, meanwhile, was broken down 
as follows: tanah pelungguh (41 percent), tanah pengarem-arem (6 per cent), and 
kas desa (21 per cent). The rest of the land was privately owned. Based on land use, 
Sriharjo	had	195.8	hectares	(38.5	per	cent)	rice	fields,	141.6	hectares	(27.8	per	cent)	
house compounds (pekarangan), and 161.3 hectares (31.7 per cent) dry land (see 
Table 1).
Singarimbun’s research in Sriharjo between 1969 and 1970 was primarily 
conducted in the western part of the village, including the hamlets of Pelemadu, 
Mojohuro and Miri. In their book, however, Penny and Singarimbun (1973) only 
used the survey and other research data from Miri. The results indicated that some 
164 families or 694 people lived in the hamlet. Its area was 27.2 hectares, with 11.15 
hectares	of	residential	plots	and	16.05	hectares	of	rice	fields.	Of	the	total	population,	
only	 63	 per	 cent	 of	 households	 owned	 rice	 fields.	 Based	 on	 total	 household	
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ownership, 84 per cent owned land under 0.24 hectares, approximately 15 per cent 
owned between 0.241 to 0.80 hectares, and less than 2 per cent owned 0.80 hectares 
of land or more.
Table 2.1 Sriharjo: Land Type and Area (1971)
Land Status
Wet Rice 
Fields
House 
Compounds
Dry Land Total
Private ownership 156.4 141.3 132.7 430.4
(36.34) (32.83) (30.83) (100)
Owned by village 39.4 0.3 28.6 68.3
* Pelungguh (Salary Land) 26.4 14.5 40.9
* Pengarem-Arem (Pension Land) 4.4 2.0 6.4
* Kas Desa (Village Land) 8.6 12.5 21.1
Total 195.8 141.6 161.3 508,7
Source: Sriharjo Village Records (Penny and Singarimbun, 1973:10)
Table 2.2 Miri: Distribution of Land Ownership (1971)
Land Area (ha) Total Households Percentage
Without Land 60  36,59
0.01 - 0.05 21 12.80
0.051-0.10 28 17.07
0.101-0.24 28 17.07
Sub-Total 137 83.54
0.241-0.40 16 9.76
0.041-0.80 8 4.88
0.801 or more 3 1.83
Sub-Total 27 16.46
Total 164 100.00
Source: Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 17)
In summary, land ownership in Sriharjo was very limited, and the great majority 
of households (the landless, and those with small farms) could not meet their basic 
needs by relying on this sector alone. Most households had to purchase some or all 
of their basic food needs, and were therefore involved in the cash economy. Land 
ownership was not only limited, but also unequal, with high rates of landlessness and 
near-landlessness existing alongside a minority of households with greater holdings, 
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whom,	 according	 to	 Penny	 and	 Singarimbun	 (1973:	 15),	 would	 be	 classified	 as	
cukupan (having enough). Though Penny and Singarimbun do not attempt to explain 
the	origins	of	these	inequalities,	we	can	assume	that	they	reflect,	at	least	in	part,	the	
older hierarchies in land control between kuli kenceng, kuli setengah kenceng and 
kuli indung, as described earlier in this chapter.
Peasants
Farm work was one of the most common jobs of Sriharjo residents. Those who 
did not have agricultural land or had limited amounts of such land become labourers 
in	paddy	fields	belonging	to	well-off	people.	According	to	Penny	and	Singarimbun	
(1973), up to 46 per cent of the people in Miri worked as labourers. The number of 
productive	days	in	the	fields	depended	on	the	amount	of	land	controlled.	Those	who	
mainly worked their own land could work at a maximum of 62 days per season in the 
fields;	those	who	worked	for	others	could	often	only	work	for	35	days	at	the	most.
During the early years of the New Order, farm labourers were considered of 
much lower social standing than those working for themselves. In an economy 
where labour was abundant, but employers were uninclined to be generous, labourers 
worked for very minimal wages. In addition, their status as hired men or women 
constantly served to remind them, and older generations, that they no longer held the 
rights to the land they had once possessed. Approximately 46 per cent of all working 
days were used to work for others, not for themselves. More than half of the work 
was hoeing, the hardest and most unpleasant type of work (Penny and Singarimbun, 
1973: 35).
According to Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 61), labour wages in the rice 
cultivation sector in Sriharjo were extremely low, only Rp 30 per day or the equivalent 
of 0.75 kilograms of milled rice. An adult female was paid Rp15 and one meal a 
day, but felt fortunate because she was able to work every day. For comparison, a 
firewood	collector	earned	Rp80	from	two	days	of	hard	work	in	the	dry	season,	when	
wood was more easily obtained. Villagers herding ducks – a full-time job looking 
after around twenty ducks – received Rp200 a month in cash plus meals. In 1971, 
wages remained unchanged, though the value in rice-equivalent increased to 0.80 
kilograms owing to the decrease in the price of rice from an average of Rp 40 to Rp 
30 per kilogram. However, in the middle of 1972, wages (for hoeing and weeding, 
both of which are the most common labour jobs for rice production) increased to Rp 
50 per day. With rice prices as they were, one’s daily wages could buy 1.2 kilogram 
of rice. However, in October 1972, when the price of high-quality rice rose to Rp 68 
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to Rp 75 per kilogram, the value of wages again returned to the equivalent of 0.80 
kilograms of rice.
In addition, there were other forms of less visible labour (all low paying) in 
Sriharjo,	much	of	it	carried	out	by	men,	such	as	collecting	firewood	for	the	small-
scale palm sugar home industries (also carried out by women), gathering coconuts 
(belonging to others), the collection of stones and other building materials, vending 
with pushcarts, and selling various wares on shoulder-poles. In addition, women also 
carried out small trade (bakulan), for example in earthenware and vegetable trading 
(Penny and Singarimbun, 1973: 33).
The palm sugar industry
In 1970, almost 83 per cent of the population of Sriharjo had coconut trees. 
These were almost all planted in residential yards to increase income, either for 
the fruit, or more often for the palm sugar industry. Coconut trees are plants with a 
myriad of uses. The fruit can be used in a number of ways, such as for cooking oil 
or grated coconut; the coconut husk can be processed into rope; and coconut shells 
can be used to make good quality charcoal. The sap of the coconut blossom can be 
processed	into	wine	or	sugar,	the	fronds	can	be	used	for	roofing	or	firewood.	After	
being	felled,	the	trunks	can	be	used	for	building,	and	roots	can	be	used	for	firewood.	
Approximately 51 per cent of all owners tapped their trees twice a day. They would 
have liked to tap more coconut trees, but there were not enough trees for increased 
productivity. Although a man might be able to tap up to 30 trees every time he tapped, 
in practice, the men could only manage to extract from an average of 8.6 trees and 
a maximum of 19 trees. Wealthier peasants inevitably leaned towards production of 
fruit rather than the palm sugar industry, while if a peasant did not have a lot of land 
and trees, it was more likely they would devote more time to the production of sugar, 
maximising the value-added per tree (Penny and Singarimbun, 1973: 38–44)
Soedarwono (in Penny and Singarimbun, 1973) argued that peasants made 
coconut sugar because there was no other alternative. Making palm sugar was not a 
preferred occupation because:
a. tapping the trees required the power and agility of the tapper who climbed the 
trees. It was quite dangerous (the tapper could die if he fall) and the tapping 
process had to be done twice a day per tree throughout the year to keep the sap 
flowing.	The	reward	for	the	work	was	low	in	both	financial	and	other	terms;
b. making coconut sugar is hot and hard work. It is time consuming since 
tappers	must	 not	 only	 cook,	 but	 also	 search	 for	 and	 gather	 firewood.	Thus,	
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the remuneration per working hour (when the labour of both men, women and 
children is taken into account) is exceptionally low (Soedarwono in Penny and 
Singarimbun, 1973: 54).
The sugar business however contributed a small, but important component of 
the family income, around Rp 50 a day on average, equivalent to 1.3 kilograms of 
rice at normal price. However, when a sugar maker was in debt to the buyer (as 
was often the case), the price received was only 60 per cent of the market price. 
Thus, even though almost all members of a household were involved in the palm 
sugar making process, the total actual income gained was negligible (Penny and 
Singarimbun, 1973: 65).
Welfare and poverty in Sriharjo
Penny and Singarimbun’s study aimed to document the existence of chronic 
poverty in Sriharjo at the beginning of the New Order. In addition to the signs of local 
poverty, as mentioned earlier, lack of food and malnutrition were also common in 
this village. Penny and Singarimbun concluded that most residents in Sriharjo were 
poor, and many of them were far below the poverty line. At least half of the families 
did not earn enough income to be able to eat rice throughout the year. If the average 
number of household members is 4.5, the consumption of rice per family per year is 
450 kilograms (100 kilograms per capita per year); factoring in about 20 to 25 per 
cent of revenue to be used for purposes other than food, this meant that 50 per cent 
of all families (those whose income was equivalent to 500 kilograms or less) were 
not able to consume 100 kilograms of rice per capita per year. Therefore, rice was a 
luxury item for the population of Sriharjo. The low income of residents also made 
it nearly impossible to purchase other necessary goods and services, such as meat 
(about Rp 160 per kilogram), doctor visits (about Rp 150 per visit), traveling by bus 
to the city (about Rp 40), or even buying an egg (Rp 12) (Penny and Singarimbun, 
1984: 63).
According to Penny and Singarimbun, there were two factors that shaped 
poverty in Sriharjo, namely the limited ownership of land for agriculture for such a 
large population and the majority of agricultural lands being dry with barren hills. 
The high population density in Sriharjo, they concluded, meant both not enough 
land, not enough jobs, and not enough income for the work done, which ultimately 
had implications for residents’ ability to receive proper healthcare or a decent level 
of education (Penny and Singarimbun, 1973: 36). Low wages and limited job 
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opportunities meant that incomes for the majority of the population were too low 
to	enable	them	to	make	choices	that	could	significantly	affect	their	life,	both	at	that	
point and in the future. Families therefore had to struggle relentlessly to obtain and 
provide their basic daily needs.
Sriharjo was, in summary, chronically poor at the beginning of the New 
Order.	Survival	was	a	daily	struggle	and	people	ate	whatever	they	could	find.	Poor	
households often survived on vegetables and fruits obtained from the surrounding 
fields	and	forests.	 In	 the	most	desperate	of	 times,	when	 they	could	not	afford	 the	
dried cassava, residents would eat boiled slices of banana tree trunk, salted and 
seasoned with chili.
Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 46) stated that Javanese peasants, both rich 
and poor, had long understood what is meant by “enough” (cukupan). The word 
defined	 the	 requirements	 needed	 by	 ordinary	 peasants.	 Their	 concept	 was	 very	
simple. Someone who depended on agriculture was considered “moderate” 
(sedheng)	if	he	could	cultivate	0.7	hectares	of	rain-fed	rice	fields	and	had	a	plot	of	
garden (pekarangan) land of 0.3 hectares where coconuts, fruit, other trees, simple 
vegetables, herbs, and spices could be grown and used for other domestic purposes. 
If peasants had “enough” in this way, they were content. It was “enough” to produce 
900 kilograms of rice, plus what they could get out of the yard, the equivalent of 300 
kilograms of rice.
The	conditions	described	by	Penny	and	Singarimbun	were	 also	 confirmed	a	
generation later (in the late 1990s) by several informants in Sriharjo who recalled 
conditions at the end of the Old Order and beginning of the New Order. Most 
people ate cassava as staple food, either fresh or dried. A drought in 1971 also had a 
detrimental effect on food availability. People recalled it was incredibly hard to obtain 
basic foods: rice crops failed, cassava plants shrivelled and dried out, and hunger 
was widespread. To have enough to provide food for the next day was a strain, and 
some people had no food on hand. One resident, Mbah Kumi, a community leader 
of Miri Hamlet, recalled:
”The economic situation of households at the beginning of the New Order was depressing. 
Almost all families, especially poor households, had no food at home. Cassava, which was 
a staple food at that time, was very expensive. Only rich people had cassava on hand. Poor 
people however, did not have a ready supply of this crucial crop”.
These poverty conditions were evident not only in dietary struggles, but also in 
the conditions of peoples’ homes. At the beginning of the New Order, the majority 
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of houses in rural Java only used woven bamboo walls (gedhek) with a roof of palm 
leaves (blarak)	 and	 a	 dirt	floor.	Only	 rich	people	owned	homes	built	 from	wood	
(gebyok). Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 65) observed that, beyond the physical 
condition of the houses, signs of poverty were obvious in behaviours witnessed in the 
community; for example, the lack of ripe fruit in the trees. In a society experiencing 
famine, people will consume anything and everything they can get their hands on. 
Fruits such as guava, mango and others were usually picked by everyone, especially 
children,	before	the	fruit	was	ripe.	Another	result	of	this	lack	of	food	was	significant	
deforestation in the surrounding forests, hills, and mountainsides. People who lacked 
farmland and a source of income took anything available, stealing timber to sell it, 
which then expanded the arable lands surrounding the area. This was a clear sign the 
people were starving for land and desperate for any income. Another indicator of 
the plight of people in Sriharjo was the number of people involved in making palm 
sugar, with very low returns. When conditions were not desperate, people were often 
far more reluctant to make palm sugar.
One	way	of	attempting	to	deal	with	the	difficulties	of	life	during	the	New	Order,	
aside from activities completed by individuals and households, was cooperative 
efforts and mutual aid. Unfortunately, no information on such mutual aid is provided 
by Penny and Singarimbun (1973). Rather, information on this subject had to be 
obtained directly from those informants who experienced and remembered these 
activities. Relying on such information, naturally, has many shortcomings, but 
because no other source is available, the following discussion will be based on 
the information as recalled by my informants. According to Mbak Joyo (aged 70), 
from Miri, there were quite a few mutual aid activities. The construction of homes, 
from felling the trees, cutting boards, making the foundations, preparing walls from 
bamboo (gedhek), to installing the roofs, was done by neighbours and family in a 
spirit of mutual aid. The homeowner would only provide food and drink, as available. 
At the time, breakfast usually consisted of boiled yams, with hot tea or water (jarang) 
to drink. Lunch was generally tiwul, maize, or sometimes rice mixed with tiwul. This 
would be accompanied by a simple side dish, generally spicy vegetables and a piece 
of tofu or tempeh. More expensive foods, such as chicken or beef, were almost never 
provided.	As	with	activities	at	home,	work	in	the	rice	fields	and	dry	fields	was	also	
done in a spirit of mutual aid. This was particularly true for residents who had small 
families	or	were	already	of	advanced	age.	In	the	rice	fields,	this	collaborative	work	
involved tilling the land, hoeing it, transporting the rice seeds, planting the seeds, and 
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harvesting and transporting the rice. Mutual aid was also apparent in circumcision 
ceremonies, weddings, and funerals.
According to Mbah Karjo (age 68), from Sompok, the spirit of mutual aid was 
stronger in that hamlet. Mutual aid was apparent not only in activities at home, in the 
fields,	and	during	ceremonies,	but	also	in	their	everyday	lives.	It	was	common	for	
the	women	to	fetch	fire	from	their	neighbours	in	the	morning	so	that	they	could	cook.	
They	would	usually	bring	dry	coconut	leaves	so	they	could	request	this	fire.	They	
would also borrow salt, chili, and foods such as vegetables from their neighbours. 
This habit of asking and giving was considered normal in Sompok during the Old 
Order. If someone harvested bananas or vegetables, their closest neighbours would 
usually be given some.
One other mechanism which assisted poor households greatly was the tendency 
to “give up” their children to work at the homes of richer families (often those who 
held	much	land	or	worked	as	a	village	or	government	official).	These	children	would	
not receive wages, but were rather given compensation in the form of food, board, and 
clothing; in addition, it was common that their school fees were entirely covered by 
their patron. This mechanism was known locally as ngenger, and was considered to 
benefit	both	parties.	The	child’s	parents	felt	fortunate	because	their	child	received	an	
education,	whereas	the	patron	benefited	from	having	somebody	to	do	the	household	
chores. This ngenger relationship could also be established with patrons outside the 
village, such as in the city or in a far-off village. In these cases, the children would 
rarely come home. Only occasionally could they make the journey, generally on the 
Holy	Day	of	Eid	al-Fitr.	Once	these	children	had	finished	their	schooling,	their	patron	
would generally seek work for them. The long-term implications of this ngenger 
relationship will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter.
Poverty and underdevelopment
As explained above, from the time of the royal kingdoms until the beginning of 
the New Order the relatively remote village of Sriharjo was untouched by government 
programmes. As a result of the weak government and state presence in this village, 
the villagers have always had to fend for themselves to survive. With limited natural 
resources and without the aid of the state, poverty – spanning generations – was 
impossible to break out of. Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 68) suggested three steps 
that had to be done to overcome poverty in Sriharjo, as follows:
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a.	 The	intensification	of	agriculture	to	increase	farm	production;
b. The implementation of family planning. High population density without the 
availability	of	sufficient	land	had	resulted	in	a	low	state	of	welfare.	Through	
family planning programs, especially birth control, the population increase 
could be controlled;
c. Rural industrialization. One cause of poverty in Sriharjo was the low industrial 
activity. This led to most of the population being dependent on agriculture. 
Industrialization was expected to create new jobs and increase their income. 
These internal measures would maximize the potential of the residents.
d. However, if these three steps proved to be ineffective then it would be prudent 
to utilize a fourth step.
e. Resettlement of residents of Sriharjo outside of Java. Although the transmigration 
program had been implemented during the Old Order in this village, this 
program had not been going well. The number of people participating in the 
Sriharjo transmigration program was very limited, and those who had already 
left for transmigration sites were unable to attract people who were still living 
in Sriharjo. Hence, according to Penny and Singarimbun (1973), stronger 
enticement was needed to encourage those who lacked land and lived in poverty 
to follow the programme.
In the following chapters we will look at the ways in which Sriharjo people 
have managed to (partially) escape the clutches of poverty as outlined by Penny and 
Singarimbun, and the extent to which each of the four factors mentioned by Penny 
and Singarimbun (and/or other factors) had an impact on the economic development 
of Sriharjo.
3 – 
Sriharjo During the New 
Order
Singarimbun (1993) states that	a	relatively	significant	shift	occurred	in	the	society	and economy of rural Java during the New Order period. This shift was linked to 
rapid economic development, which coincided with the increase in national income 
from oil, foreign and local industrial investments as well as developments in rural 
infrastructure—particularly	irrigation	and	agricultural	intensification.	Simultaneously	
developed were transportation and electrical facilities as well as more extensive 
opportunities	for	education.	These	transformations	coincided	with	the	diversification	
of the economy, particularly in off-farm and non-farm employment. Opportunities 
for urban employment also increased in both the formal and non-formal sectors. 
Those	facing	difficulties	gaining	employment	in	rural	locations	moved	to	the	city	to	
improve their lot, while still maintaining a relationship with their hometowns and 
endeavouring to save enough money to send back to their families.
These conditions and trends could be found in Sriharjo by the end of the New 
Order. This chapter summarizes the main changes in infrastructure, agriculture, non-
farm activities and access to government services in Sriharjo during three decades 
of	Soeharto’s	New	Order	regime,	covering	1969	to	the	financial	crisis	and	regime	
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collapse of 1997–1998. The chapter concludes with some observations on poverty 
and inequality during this period and a general account of the relationships of mutual 
help and social solidarity in the village as a prelude to considering (in Chapters 4 and 
5) how these relationships fared in conditions of crisis.
Sriharjo at the End of Pelita I
Under	Soeharto’s	New	Order,	development	was	based	on	a	series	of	five-year	
plans (Rencana Pembangunan Lima Tahun, or Repelita)	that	first	came	into	effect	in	
1969 and lasted until 1993. This was accompanied by the opening of the country to 
foreign	investment,	and	investors	came	in	large	numbers,	first	to	the	mining	and	oil	
industries and later to the manufacturing industry (Sukamdi, 2013: 15).
After	 almost	 five	 years	 of	Pelita	 I	 (1969–1973),	 the	 first	 of	 these	 five-year	
development programmes, some indications of progress in Sriharjo began to emerge. 
Singarimbun took note of this in 1975, after conducting a short research visit to the 
village (Singarimbun, 1976). His research showed that, from the middle to the end 
of Pelita I, several rural development programmes had commenced in the village. A 
significant	one	was	the	development	of	transportation	infrastructure	in	the	region.	
Roads were surfaced in asphalt and the Karang Semut Bridge linking Imogiri to 
the city of Yogyakarta was completed. In 1975,20 the construction of Siluk Bridge, 
located at the southern end of Sriharjo and connecting the Bantul and Gunung Kidul 
Districts, was completed, and the road to Panggang Sub-District was also surfaced 
with asphalt. The construction of this latter bridge provided access to the isolated 
areas	situated	around	the	Sewu	hills	in	the	south	of	Sriharjo.	Traffic	flowed	smoothly,	
improving mobility, easing both Gunung Kidul residents’ access to Yogyakarta and 
Bantul and Bantul residents’ access to the hilly reaches of Gunung Kidul.21 This 
improved access had several positive impacts. There was a sharp and rapid increase 
20 The Siluk Bridge, which spans the Oyo River, became the link between Sriharjo and Selopamioro Villages. 
The Oyo River, which forms the southern and eastern borders of Sriharjo, differs greatly between the monsoon 
and dry seasons. During the monsoon season, water levels increase drastically and the river is susceptible to 
flooding,	whereas	during	the	dry	season,	water	levels	are	much	lower,	making	it	easier	to	cross.	According	to	
locals, in the past the water level of the Oyo River was much higher than at present.
21 Agricultural products, clothing, and basic foods from Imogiri were routinely sold in traditional markets located 
in the hills. Since there was not yet a main road, just a simple dirt trail, the majority of traders—particularly the 
more prominent—transported their wares by horse. Each morning, at around 3.00 am, they would depart for 
the Sewu hills region to sell their goods at the small hillside market-places. At the time, traders claimed to be 
making	huge	profits,	despite	the	extremely	arduous	and	exhausting	process	of	having	to	carry	heavy	loads	on	
foot coupled with lengthy working hours.
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in the number of traders and buyers from the Gunung Kidul region who came to the 
previously quiet Imogiri traditional market. Similarly, the western region of Sriharjo, 
through which this main road passed, became increasingly busy. Several informants 
spoke of the drastic changes that had occurred as a result of the opening of the Siluk 
Bridge. Mbah Kumi, a community leader from Miri Hamlet, stated:
“After the Siluk Bridge’s construction was complete, a drastic transformation occurred 
in this kampung. In conjunction with the bridge construction, the road to Gunung Kidul 
which passed by our hamlet was surfaced with asphalt. As a result, travelling was easy. 
In the past, everyone had to go by horse and carriage, but after the bridge was built and 
the road was surfaced, small pickups began passing through the kampung. The kampung 
road, previously a dirt road, was surfaced smoothly with asphalt. Many vehicles travelled 
through, leading to the once quiet country road becoming a busy thoroughfare. Travelling 
on bicycle suddenly became a lot more comfortable and easier than before, allowing us 
to arrive at our destinations much faster. The village residents could access the city of 
Yogyakarta much more easily, both for work and to visit the city”.
The impact of these improvements on everyday activities was described more 
specifically	 by	Pak Lintu, a teacher who had taught in an elementary school in 
Panggang Sub-District, Gunung Kidul, since the Old Order period:
“I	myself	felt	the	most	benefit	from	the	bridge	and	main	road.	Before	the	bridge	was	built,	
I had to walk two hours each morning to teach at the elementary school in Panggung, 
and repeat the process to return home in the afternoons. Much of my time was taken up 
walking. When I arrived home, I felt exhausted—especially in the monsoon season, as the 
dirt track would invariably turn to mud. After the Siluk Bridge and the surfaced road were 
built, it only took me around 30 minutes by bicycle to arrive at the place where I taught”.
Similar comments were made by Mbah Narto, a cattle and goat trader (blantik), 
who frequently travelled to Gunung Kidul to purchase livestock:
“The opening of Siluk Bridge really helped me. I used to walk all day to buy cattle and 
goats around Gunung Kidul. Almost the entire day would be taken up with acquiring 
livestock to sell. After purchasing the livestock, I could not bring many animals along with 
me.	At	most,	around	four	animals,	and	even	this	was	difficult	as	I	would	have	to	lead	the	
cows and goats along unevenly surfaced roads. After Siluk Bridge was completed and the 
road was surfaced with asphalt, it became very easy to buy livestock from Panggung and 
the surrounding areas. I generally travelled there by bicycle. On the return trip, I would 
place my bicycle on the back of a pickup with the livestock I had bought. This reduced 
the time I spent immensely, and I was not nearly as tired. Although I had to pay to hire the 
vehicle,	my	profits	were	much	higher	as	money	turned	over	much	faster”.
The construction of the Siluk Bridge and the surfacing of the road provided 
access to Sriharjo and the surrounding areas. Meanwhile, the surfacing of roads in 
the western parts of Gunung Kidul enabled four wheeled vehicles such as pickups 
3 –Sriharjo During the New Order 66
to enter the region. Within a short time, public transportation became available 
from the Imogiri Market to Panggung and the surrounding areas. Soon afterwards, 
a public transportation direct route was opened from Panggang Market to the city of 
Yogyakarta. This greatly improved the ease of transporting people and goods to and 
from the regions around Sriharjo. By the early 1990s, pickups started to be replaced 
by larger vehicles, such as buses which commuted between the city of Yogyakarta 
and Panggang. Every hour, or sometimes more frequently, these buses passed along 
the road through Sriharjo, which eased access in and around Gunung Kidul.
This new ease of transportation through the western part of Sriharjo transformed 
the face of this once remote and quiet section of the village into an accessible and 
bustling hub. The opposite occurred for the eastern part of the village. When the 
Siluk	Bridge	was	still	only	a	temporary	structure	and	often	damaged	by	floodwaters,	
residents of the western parts of Gunung Kidul travelling to Imogiri would pass 
through the eastern part of Sriharjo, the major route between the regions. In terms of 
distance, when travelling on foot this route was far shorter than via the Siluk Bridge. 
Travellers would have to trek up and down the hills on both sides of the Oyo River, 
and cross the relatively deep and wide river. During monsoon seasons, the river 
would	sometimes	flood.	At	such	times,	few	would	make	the	journey,	and	those	who	
did were predominantly adult males brave enough to cross the river. Women and 
children, meanwhile, would generally cancel their trips or wait until water levels had 
subsided. Aside from those heading to the city, others who generally used this route 
were the Imogiri market traders. They carried their wares through the hamlets of the 
eastern part of Sriharjo, such as Wunut, Kedung Miri, Sompok and Pengkol. Hence, 
prior to 1975, the eastern part of Sriharjo saw many Gunung Kidul residents passing 
through on their way to Imogiri and back, as well as residents of Bantul and Imogiri 
travelling to and from Gunung Kidul. Mbah Reno, an elder from Sompok, told of the 
impact the Siluk Bridge had on his hamlet:
“Prior to the construction of the Siluk Bridge, the road in front of here (indicating the 
Sompok Hamlet road), was busy from early in the morning with traders from “the hills” 
passing through to trade at the Imogiri Market. Around 3 or 4 in the morning, they would 
already be on the road heading in groups to the Imogiri Market. They would bring torches 
made of dried coconuts to illuminate their way, walking side by side and talking as they 
went, which created a rather bustling atmosphere. On market days at Imogiri, which 
were every three days, livestock traders would lead cows and goats while others carried 
chickens to sell at the market. In the afternoon, they would return by the same route. 
Occasionally, we could buy our daily goods from the passing traders who were commuting 
to and from Imogiri Market. As a result, before the construction of the Siluk Bridge had 
been	completed,	Sompok	and	the	surrounding	areas	were	busy	with	passing	foot	traffic	of	
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people commuting to Imogiri or even Yogyakarta. However, after construction of the bridge 
was complete, the situation changed entirely. No more traders passed by the kampung, as 
they now preferred to use the Siluk route. Furthermore, when pickups were able to reach 
the western parts of Gunung Kidul, such as Panggang Sub-District and its surrounding 
areas, the majority of the community chose to travel by pickup rather than walk through 
this kampung. Sompok and the surrounding areas have been quiet ever since”.
Aside from the development of transportation routes in 1974 and 1975, several 
schools were built in the village, including an elementary school with three classrooms 
in Mojohuro Hamlet. Two types of elementary schools were built in 1975, one with 
community funds and voluntary labour and the other with government funds and 
paid construction workers. Many said that the quality of the former is better than 
that of the latter (called the Presidential Instruction Elementary Schools, hereafter 
SD Inpres). Pak	Imun,	a	local	village	administrative	official	at	the	time,	commented	
that there were differences in both the quality of materials and control during the 
construction.
Several elementary schools built by community members were, in later years, 
renovated by the government. The government also built an SD Inpres in almost all 
hamlets which did not yet have an elementary school. In 1975, in conjunction with 
the	construction	of	these	elementary	schools,	kindergartens	were	opened	for	the	first	
time.	These	 activities	were	first	were	held	 in	 front	of	 the	house	of	 the	Mojohuro	
Hamlet head. Some parents were enthusiastic to enrol their children; others were 
not. According to Pak Iman, previously a head of Mojohuro, those who were not 
interested in enrolling their children in kindergarten assumed that children should 
enjoy their childhood and enrol in school in a later age. Furthermore, the school’s 
capacity was limited. The kindergarten could initially only support 128 students. 
Though a relatively large number for a new established kindergarten, hamlet heads 
and community leaders still needed to establish kindergartens in several neighbouring 
hamlets.
Almost concurrently, the Imogiri II Public Health Centre (Puskesmas Pembantu) 
was built in the village. It was located in the southern part of the Sriharjo Village 
Office.	Open	every	day,	the	Puskesmas was managed by a nurse and an administration 
official.	Though	there	was	no	doctor,	one	would	come	to	the	clinic	once	a	week	from	
the central Puskesmas in Imogiri. The presence of a Puskesmas in this sub-district 
gave the community easier access to health care. Those who had previously been 
treated at the central Puskesmas in Imogiri were subsequently moved to Sriharjo for 
treatment. According to one former village head, the existence of this Puskesmas 
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raised social awareness regarding more modern medical treatments. Clients seeking 
treatment were predominantly those who lived relatively nearby the Puskesmas; few 
people came from the more distant hamlets such as Wunut and Sompok because of a 
lack of transport. To overcome this, routine visitation programmes were created for 
medical check-ups.
The clinic also provided improved Family Planning services, including 
counselling and the distribution of contraceptive devices. In the early stages of the 
New Order, the government intensively promoted the Family Planning Programme, 
including in Sriharjo. Mbah Panut, the village head at the time of the interview, 
explained how, as a hamlet head, he had struggled to convince villagers to join the 
programme. He had targeted particularly, but not only, women who had already had 
more than two children. He had visited them in their houses and counselled them 
on contraception. He had felt extremely confused at the time, as some religious 
leaders opposed contraception and other community leaders—including teachers 
and civil servants—were not entirely in support of the programme. Nevertheless, as 
a hamlet head, he was obliged to implement the orders from the village government 
(kelurahan).
In	1975,	the	Sriharjo	Village	Government	Office,	which	had	previously	only	had	
a single traditional wooden Javanese building (joglo), constructed a new building, in 
a more modern design and made of cement and cinderblocks rendered with plaster. 
The new building featured several more rooms and furniture for public service. As 
the	appearance	of	the	office	improved,	so	did	the	services.
Almost concurrently, at the Imogiri and Bantul level, secondary and tertiary 
educational institutions were opened, including a State High School (SMA Negeri) 
and a private teachers college, the Muhammadiyah Teacher Training School of 
Imogiri (SPG Muhammadiyah Imogiri). This encouraged local youth to undertake 
higher levels of education in Imogiri and Bantul. After they graduated, some 
become	teachers	in	Sriharjo	and	the	surrounding	areas.	Others	went	on	to	find	jobs	
outside Yogyakarta, in Central Java, West Java, and even outside Java. Ibu Nun, an 
elementary school teacher employed in Tegal, Central Java, stated:
“At the time, I was studying at the private teacher’s college in Bantul, but some of my peers 
questioned what I expected to do after graduating. I continued to study enthusiastically. I 
had to cycle and sometimes walk approximately 10 kilometres to attend school. Fortunately, 
many friends from other hamlets also studied at the same place, so we walked to and from 
college together. Despite the distance, I was with so many friends that we didn’t really 
notice it. All of my school friends are now teachers in various districts in Yogyakarta, 
Central Java, or even in West Java. I feel fortunate to have studied at teacher’s college at 
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that time. Though I am only an elementary school teacher, my life is still far better than 
those of my friends who at that time were not interested in studying”.
Many	 respondents	 said	 that	 a	 significant	 change	at	 the	village	 level	was	 the	
interest of young people in becoming teachers. The new elementary education 
facilities constructed by the government required academical staff, and this drew 
many to enrol at a teachers’ college and later teach elementary school. I was told that, 
in the early 1980s, becoming an elementary school teacher and a civil servant were 
the dream careers of the Sriharjo youth. Aside from receiving a salary, they would 
receive the relatively high social status of civil servants and teachers. The increased 
number of civil servants is one indicator of development in the village.
Population Dynamics
The	first	reliable	population	census	of	the	Dutch	East	Indies	was	conducted	in	
1930 by the Department of Economic Affairs. After Indonesia’s independence, the 
first	census	was	conducted	in	1961	by	BPS.	Afterwards	macro-scale	censuses	were	
conducted routinely, every ten years. After the 1971 census, subsequent censuses 
were conducted in years ending with 0. These population censuses, both during the 
colonial period and after independence, indicate an increase in the population of the 
Special District of Yogyakarta, the district of Bantul, and also the village of Sriharjo, 
averaging between 0.5 to 0.7 per cent per annum. Growth at the provincial level has 
generally been slower than growth at the regency level.
Table 3.1 Total population of Special District of Yogyakarta,  
Bantul District, and Sriharjo Village between Censuses, 1930-201022
Level
Year
1930 1961 1971 1980 1990 2000 2010
Yogyakarta 1,559,027 2,231,062 2,488,544 2,750,128 2,912,611 3,120,478 3,457,491
Bantul22 - 499,163 568,627 634,442 696,905 781,013 911,503
Sriharjo - 6,925 7,416 7,720 7,966 8,846 9,346
Source: BPS DIY, 2012
22	 The	1930	figures	are	not	included,	because	the	available	data	for	1930	is	at	the	sub-district	level.	During	that	
time, some sub-districts were under different districts. For instance, in the 1930 census, Gamping and Panggang 
Sub-Districts were under the Bantul District. However, after 1930, Gamping was placed under Sleman District 
and Panggang under Gunung Kidul District. Apart from that, some sub-districts that existed in the 1930s were 
merged into different sub-districts post 1930. For instance, Djedjeran and Toeloeng Sub-District that fell under 
Bantul District no longer exists post 1930. Thus, the total population for each district could not be compared to 
those after 1930.
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Growth at the village level in Sriharjo, however, has been even lower than the 
provincial and district average. This low rate of population growth is partly due 
to the birth rates in Sriharjo, which are relatively low if compared to other parts 
of the province. The total fertility rate in Yogyakarta averages between 1.8 and 
2.1 per cent (BPS, 2012). Singarimbun (1994: 57) writes that this is attributable 
to the limited land and the awareness of couples of fertile age regarding the use 
of contraceptives. The tendency to have few children did not begin in the New 
Order, but long beforehand. Residents used traditional methods even before the 
introduction of modern contraceptives. By the middle of the New Order period, this 
low population growth could also be attributed in part to migration towards distant 
cities and provinces, which required persons to live away from the village rather than 
commute. This will be discussed further below.
Green Revolution in Sriharjo
Hill (1996: 8) wrote that Indonesia’s economic performance between the late 
1960s and the beginning of the 1990s was miraculous at both the macro-level and 
at the micro-level—even in the most remote areas of the country. The recovery of 
the national economy during the New Order could be measured by four indicators: 
(1) economic growth between 1966 and 1995, averaging 6–7 per cent per year; (2) 
structural changes; (3) technological changes, including the expansion of middle-
range technology in the agricultural and industrial sectors and high-range technology 
in the aerospace sector; and (4) growing citizen prosperity as measured by various 
indicators, such as declining poverty incidence, rising standards of nutrition, valid 
wages, and increasing levels of education.
Around 1975, following an increase in global oil prices that provided substantial 
revenue to Indonesia, the government began prioritizing rural areas, particularly 
in the agricultural sector (Singarimbun, 1993; Wiradi, 1998). Rural development 
programmes	were	a	high	priority	in	the	first	two	five-year	development	programmes,	
covering	 the	 years	 1969	 to	 1974	 and	 1974	 to	 1979	 respectively.	During	 the	 first	
Pelita,	the	greatest	priority	was	enabling	Indonesia	to	become	self-sufficient	in	rice	
production. As a result, agricultural infrastructure development was emphasised. 
This included the construction of reservoirs, dams, and primary and secondary 
irrigation channels; programmes to supply high-yielding rice seed varieties; fertilizer 
and pesticide subsidies; low interest credit for peasants (Bimas); mechanized farm 
equipment	such	as	tractors;	repairing	roads	leading	to	rural	areas	and	rice	fields	to	
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better facilitate the transportation of farm produce; aid in the form of cattle; and 
other related programmes.
As	explained	above,	in	Sriharjo	there	was	insufficient	irrigated	water	to	meet	
the	needs	of	all	of	the	rice	fields.	The	dam	that	provided	water	to	the	village	was	
frequently destroyed, especially during rainy season. Thus, peasants only had 
sufficient	water	during	 the	 rainy	seasons,	 from	November	 to	April.	From	May	 to	
October,	 rivers	 had	 insufficient	 water	 to	 irrigate	 fields.	 Consequently,	 for	 many	
years,	half	of	the	fields	could	only	be	planted	once	a	year	while	the	rest	of	the	time	
the	fields	were	left	fallow.	Only	fields	in	the	northern	part	of	the	village	could	be	
planted twice a year because it managed to obtain some water from another nearby 
dam in Imogiri. Eventually, in 1999 the regional government began constructing the 
Tegal Dam in the same location the peasants had used for their temporary dams. The 
Tegal Dam, which was completed in 2001, was the solution to Sriharjo’s agricultural 
problem due to limited water supply.
In Sriharjo, the Green Revolution programme was preceded by a collective 
labour program in the farming sector, with villagers working together (gotong royong) 
to build and repair irrigation channels. Initially, irrigation channels, especially those 
in places where water was shared, were only temporary in nature (constructed 
from wood and bamboo). These channels were replaced with permanent cement 
structures constructed with gotong royong labour with materials supplied by the 
government. As a result, the construction channels were completed in a short period 
of	time.	This	brought	about	a	significant	change	to	the	water	supply	feeding	the	rice	
fields,	as	potential	loss	of	water	due	to	leaks	was	minimized.	Subsequently,	water	
distribution agreements were established both within Sriharjo (between upstream 
and	downstream	residents)	and	between	villages.	The	rice	fields	in	the	downstream	
regions of Sriharjo, which previously had limited access to water, were given access 
to enough water to plant at least one crop of rice per year.
The Green Revolution introduced high yielding rice varieties and pesticides 
and chemical fertilizers. It proved to be a turning point for local agriculture. The 
high-yielding variety (HYV) rice seed program at the beginning of the eighties led 
to a particularly large boost in production. Unlike earlier varieties, which required 
120 days to mature, the new seeds only required 90 days. Shorter maturation times 
allowed	three	harvests	a	year	when	sufficient	irrigation	was	available.	In	addition,	
the	new	varieties	were	a	lot	more	productive	than	the	old	ones,	as	long	as	sufficient	
chemical fertilizers were included. The increased supply of rice was now noticeable 
3 –Sriharjo During the New Order 72
in the average consumption pattern of Sriharjo. While in the 1960s many villagers 
would eat cassava or tiwul, starting around the year 2000, they increasingly consumed 
rice, albeit at times still mixed with tiwul to shore up their staple diet.
The effects of the Green Revolution on rural life differed between the western 
and eastern sectors of the village. The various agricultural development programmes 
revolutionized agricultural systems in the eastern part. For instance, chemical 
fertilizers that came with the Green Revolution proved to be more effective than 
animal manure or green compost which peasants had used before. This enabled 
the dry land in the eastern area to be cultivated with cassava, beans and paddy. 
According to peasants, the availability of chemical fertilizer helped in the cultivation 
of	dry	fields	in	the	northern	part	of	the	village	as	well.	Later	on,	several	fields	on	
the banks of Oyo River were also more intensively cultivated with these varieties, 
while	previously	only	half	of	those	fields	had	been	used	to	grow	tree	crops,	such	as	
breadfruit (kluwih), coconut, albizia (sengon) and teak trees. Unfortunately, after they 
applied	fertilizer	to	their	fields	and	harvests	began	to	increase,	they	began	felling	the	
trees	and	the	area	was	converted	into	rain-dependent	rice	fields.	The	green	revolution	
program	was	also	intended	to	stimulate	people	to	use	the	dry	fields	beneficially.	As	
briefly	explained	in	Chapter	2,	the	land	in	the	eastern	part	of	this	village	consist	of	
Sultanate Ground, pelungguh, and privately owned land. The locals were entitled to 
cultivate land on the Sultanate Ground through a distribution mechanism arranged 
by the head of the hamlet. Those that were strong enough to go upland to cultivate 
the Sultanate Ground also had the right to claim the produce. The pelungguh was 
cultivated by the hamlet heads with the assistance of locals through the shared crop 
system	or	through	farm	labour	system.	By	opening	up	new	fields,	there	was	a	better	
chance for more inhabitants to access agriculture. Unfortunately, due to low fertility, 
their	fields	could	only	be	planted	with	cassava.	This	indicated	the	significant	role	of	
chemical	fertilizer	in	dryfield	cultivation.	
In less than two decades, the Green Revolution, together with improved 
transport infrastructure, totally transformed the agricultural sectors of Sriharjo. 
While in the early 1970s food crop cultivation was mainly subsistence oriented, in 
subsequent	decades	it	became	more	commercial.	As	fields	produced	more	rice	due	
to shorter growing cycles, and as the cash costs of production increased with the 
use of purchased inputs, peasants were inclined to sell more of their rice to traders 
and keep fewer bags for themselves. Later in the year, they would buy rice from 
local stalls rather than consume stored rice. Rice thus became a cash crop amidst 
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a range of other cash crops that were planted in Sriharjo, such as chillies, onions, 
garlic, melons, soya beans and kidney beans. These crop varieties required intensive 
farming, but had high commercial value.
Parallel to the agricultural transformation, the village economy also shifted from 
one based predominantly on agriculture and agro-related activities such as the making 
of coconut sugar (gula jawa) to	a	model	 that	 included	significant	non-agriculture	
activities. We should however be careful in this assumption, as there is evidence 
from the 1930 census and other sourses that the population of rural Yogyakarta was 
already involved in a wide range of non-farm activities, and highly dependent on 
cash economy, in the late colonial period (White, 2011). The situation at the time 
of	Singarimbun’s	first	field	study	 in	Sriharjo	may	have	 reflected	not	 so	much	 the	
original state of ‘traditional’ rural economy, as an interlude of re-agrarianisation and 
de-commercialisation of the economy in the depressed economic conditions of that 
period. According to Singarimbun (1994), at the end of the New Order only about 
15 per cent of the population relied completely on agriculture for their livelihoods, 
while the remainder combined both agricultural and non-agricultural income, with 
about 10 per cent relying on non-agricultural income alone. Non-agricultural income 
sources included both those based in the village and those requiring daily commuting 
to the urban centres of Bantul and Yogyakarta. This indicated that the village had 
gradually become a part of the larger urban and sub-urban economies of Bantul and 
Yogyakarta.
New crop varieties and gradually improving irrigation systems increased rice 
harvests from 3 tons (of barn-dry paddy) per hectare in 1975 to 5.4 tons in 2000. 
At the same time, most peasants were able to harvest minimum two crops per year 
where they previously were only able to harvest once a year. Other crops, such as 
cassava, also yielded larger harvests. The impact on the incomes of farm households 
who owned land in Miri and the surrounding hamlets was considerable, and within 
a relatively short period peasants began to invest in agricultural technology and to 
run their farms in a more business-like manner. Instead of keeping stockpiles in 
their barns, peasants tended to sell their harvest immediately, either to rice traders or 
penebas (someone who buys up all the crops before harvest time) , as they required 
ready cash to buy new seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, and insecticides. Rice cultivation 
had become a commercial affair with high returns, but also with high expenses, 
forcing	peasants	to	be	cost-efficient	and	economize	on	labour	expenditures	wherever	
possible. Like many other commercial activities that were developing throughout 
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this period, the “Green Revolution” agriculture involved not only higher average 
returns, but also higher risks.
In	contrast	to	Miri,	fields	in	Sompok	Hamlets	were	only	rain-fed	and	less	fertile	
and still allowed for no more than one harvest of the drought-resistant paddy (padi 
gogo)	per	year.	The	harvest	yields	were	less	than	half	of	the	yields	from	irrigated	fields.	
Though the terrain in Sompok was not as sloped as in Miri, and more people owned 
at least a small plot of land, farm incomes in Sompok did not increase as quickly or 
to such a great extent as in Miri and neighbouring hamlets. There were other factors 
that meant peasants required a great deal of effort to secure their harvests. Half the 
year they could not plant anything in the forest land (wana) since the soil could only 
be planted when there was enough water. The only option was thus to plant by the 
river banks, and even then, due to the lack of irrigation channels, crops had to be 
watered manually. All members of the household, including women and children, 
worked	in	the	evening	carrying	water	to	their	fields.	In	the	1990s,	peasants	were	able	
to obtain mechanized water pumps that were leased for Rp 25,000 per hour. Poor 
peasants	would	rent	the	pump	for	one	or	two	hours	only	to	fill	the	pits	which	they	
had dug on the river banks. From there, they could carry the water in drums to the 
fields	to	water	their	plants.
Through a programme to mechanize agriculture, hand tractors entered the 
village to address a shortage in livestock (cows and water buffaloes) that had been 
caused by the scarcity of both feed and cowherds, since more children were attending 
school and not interested in tending cows. Tractors soon became a success, though 
initially peasants complained about the quality of the ploughing. The cost of hiring 
tractors in Miri, lower than that of keeping cattle, soon persuaded people to shift to 
this new technology. But while some peasants in Sriharjo began using hand tractors, 
the	majority	still	used	 livestock	 to	plough	and	harrow	 the	fields.	Due	 to	 the	hilly	
land	and	narrow	plots,	tractor	use	was	inefficient.	Until	the	early	1990s,	only	five	
wealthy households owned cows, as they were the only residents that could afford 
to buy them and hire people to take care of them. They would rent the cows to local 
peasants who in turn became dependent on these wealthy households to plough their 
lands.
Forest and dry land (tegalan) provided peasants in the eastern parts of Sriharjo 
with better access to grass and leaves for livestock. Thus, until the end of the New 
Order, residents living in this part of Sriharjo kept cattle as an additional occupation. 
When they required a large amount of cash, they would sell their cattle. Keeping 
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cattle was one method of saving money. Many said that the increase in livestock 
farming in east Sriharjo was related to a cooperative micro-business government 
programme (Kelompok Usaha Bersama, or KUBE) that provided cattle as aid for 
peasants towards the end of the 1990s as part of the national poverty alleviation 
programme. Farming households were requested to create livestock farming groups. 
Each group consisted of ten members and was provided with four to six female 
cows which were raised by the peasants through a rotating system. During each 
round, one peasant was only entitled to raise one cow. When the cows produced 
calves, either the cows or the calves would be rotated to the remaining peasants who 
had not had the opportunity to raise them. As a consequence, the number of cows 
increased considerably, and cows were no longer a privilege of wealthy peasants. 
Gradually almost all households were able to own a cow to assist during cultivation 
and concurrently act as a buffer to be sold in times of need.
At that time, peasants in the western part of the village also received the same 
aid. However, since the environment in this part of the village is predominantly 
rice	fields,	it	was	difficult	to	find	cattle	fodder.	Furthermore,	there	was	also	a	lack	
of enthusiasm to keep cattle in the west due to the increased urbanization of this 
part of the village. The stench of cattle manure disturbed some residents, and thus 
agreements were made to build semi-permanent group stables so all cattle could be 
located	outside	the	hamlet	(generally	in	rice	fields).	Each	night	the	peasants	would	
alternate shifts to guard the cattle. Many times I heard peasants complaining about 
this group stable system as it added to their workload.
Eventually, these groups’ cows were leased out to peasants in the east of the 
village	 in	 a	 profit-sharing	 venture	 (penggaduhan). When a member in the group 
received his share from the group, the cow would immediately be leased out to 
the cattle peasants in the east. Generally the calves would be distributed through 
an	alternating	system.	The	first	calf	would	belong	 to	 the	peasant	 leasing	 the	cow,	
whereas the second calf went to the owner of the cow. This distribution method 
was repeated until both received the same number of cattle. The cow returned to the 
original owner when both considered the process to be completed. As a result, the 
number of cattle declined in Miri, but increased in Sompok. The head of Miri Hamlet 
commented on this, as follows:
“Around 1994, the opportunity arose for residents to place their cattle in group stables. This 
implementation was due to complaints from numerous residents about the stench of cattle 
manure, which became particularly pungent during the monsoon seasons. In addition, the 
roads	were	often	scattered	with	manure	from	cows	travelling	 to	 the	rice	fields	and	also	
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from when they were taken to be washed in the water channel in the centre of our hamlet. 
At the regular community residents meetings (musyawarah), the cattle owners agreed to 
build	group	stables	on	village	land	in	the	rice	fields	located	at	the	western	end	of	the	hamlet.	
The meeting did not run smoothly. In fact, the cattle peasants also protested, as they felt 
they had the right to keep their cattle on their own land. Aside from being more secure, 
it also facilitated the feeding process. If stables were located at the rear of their homes, 
the peasants could feed the cattle anytime, including cooked food comprising cassava 
mixed with chaff (komboran), a form of feed that rapidly increased cattle body mass. 
With cattle housed in the group stables, the peasants were forced to walk long distances 
carrying the komboran from their homes to the group stables. In the ensuing community 
meeting, complaints were heard from cattle peasants who felt the “rich people” of the 
hamlet were prioritizing their own interests above the peasants’. They were forgetting that 
in	the	past,	their	ancestors	had	also	farmed	cattle.	Since	the	first	meeting	did	not	result	in	
any agreement, three further meetings were held until eventually the decision was made to 
build group stables. Initially, the cattle peasants wanted to place their cattle in these stables, 
but after some time, some became bored and chose to lease out their cattle for a share of the 
profits	to	farmers	in	the	hilly	regions	of	Sompok	and	Kedung	Miri”.
An almost identical phenomena occurred in other hamlets in the western parts 
of Sriharjo. Witnessing this, Pak Parto, a cattle farmer in Sompok, stated:
“For those of us living in the hills, the invitation to lease cattle from the residents of the 
western	part	 of	Sriharjo	 for	 profit	 sharing	was	very	welcome.	We	were	of	 course	 very	
happy	to	get	this	offer,	because	prior	to	this,	it	was	very	difficult	for	us	to	own	cattle	due	
to the high price. In a relatively short time, a proportion of the residents here kept cattle 
lent	for	profit	sharing.	Generally,	these	cattle	were	not	used	to	plough	the	rice	fields,	as	
the	 area	 of	 rice	 fields	 here	 is	 very	 limited.	However,	 several	 cattle	 peasants	 did	 begin	
intermittently	utilizing	their	cows	to	plough	fields	in	the	west	of	Sriharjo.	During	the	rice	
sowing seasons, each morning peasants lined up here to go to the west of the village 
with	their	cows	to	plough	the	rice	fields.	They	often	paired	up	with	neighbours	who	also	
kept	 cattle	of	 the	 same	size.	Thus,	 for	 some	 residents,	 the	ploughing	of	 rice	fields	was	
an occupation that emerged subsequent to their acquisition of cattle. Nevertheless, the 
numbers were relatively small. The majority of these cows were used for breeding, whilst 
steers were used for trading, hence the need to increase their body mass prior to sale. One 
issue	that	arose	was	the	difficulty	in	finding	feed	during	the	dry	season,	as	almost	all	forest	
regions along the hill tops were arid. This led to the majority of cattle farmers searching 
for leftover rice paddy stalks and stems, as well as grass outside of the village. In general, 
this type of feed could be found while working as harvest labourers in various regions 
outside the village”.
The	leasing	of	cattle	for	profit	sharing	purposes	was	generally	based	on	a	mutual	
trust between two parties. The stakeholder leasing the cattle would generally have 
kinship ties with the lessee, or at least have known them for a long time. References 
from others were usually deemed necessary when searching for a lessee who could 
be trusted to be diligent and take good care of the cattle. This would become evident 
from the development of the leased cow. If the cow grew up healthy and at a good 
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pace, it indicated that the lessee took good care for the cow. Further indication of a 
good lessee was in the number of offspring produced. Dishonest lessees would claim 
a cow had not produced offspring or that calves had been stillborn. Cattle owners 
who did not routinely check on their leased cows were often unable to determine the 
number of calves their cows had produced. Thus, trust was an important aspect in 
this	profit	sharing	system.	Consequently,	several	lessees	rejected	offers	from	cattle	
owners due to the high number of potential stakeholders. There were also prospective 
lessees	who	experienced	difficulty	in	obtaining	leased	cows	due	to	their	previous	bad	
records.
Relations between cow owners and lessees that had been maintained over long 
and	 continuous	 periods	 often	 intensified,	 at	 times	 transforming	 into	 patron-client	
relationships with elements of kinship. These elements of kinship include visitations 
between cow owners and lessees. They would also assist one another in times of 
adversity, both in daily life as well as in communal ceremonies for circumcision, 
marriage and death. While the patron-client relationship, with the cow owner 
as patron and the lessee as client, has positive effects on both sides, it remains 
asymmetrical. This means that in certain situations, the client is obligated to prioritise 
the interest of the patron. The manner in which cattle ownership was introduced and 
further developed in Sriharjo, and the importance of cattle as a means of savings and 
security for poorer households, can thus be seen as both an aspect of accumulation 
by the relatively well-off and of social security for the relatively poor. However, it 
needs to be noted that not all peasants were successful in raising the cows, due to old 
age	and	difficulty	finding	grass	for	the	cows	(especially	during	dry	season).
Access to Agricultural Land
In Miri and Sompok, agricultural land is limited in relation to the total 
population, as may be seen in Table 3.2. Miri (with 167 households in 1999 and 243 
households in 2011) covers 35 hectares; of this, 18 hectares is used for residential 
areas, leaving only 17 hectares for cultivation; Sompok (with 184 households in 
1999 and 241 households in 2011) covers a larger area of 86 hectares, consisting 
of	13	hectares	of	rain-fed	rice	fields,	43	hectares	of	dry	fields,	and	15	hectares	of	
residential land (the remaining 15 hectares, located on the hillsides, is Sultanate 
Ground and covered with underbrush). Land distribution in all hamlets of Sriharjo 
is highly disproportionate, with large numbers of landless households; the few that 
own some land tend to own only small plots.
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Table 3.2 Distribution of Land Ownership in Sriharjo, 1999 (in per cent of households)
Sompok Miri
Rice fields Dry fields
Waste 
land
Rice fields Dry fields
Waste 
land
None 57 77 41 53 95 100
< 100 sq. metres 4 3 2 2 1 -
100 – 500 sq. metres 32 19 32 22 4 -
500 –1000 sq. metres 6 2 10 14 1
1000 – 8000 sq. metres 2 – 15 10 
Source: Survey data, 1999
In	both	hamlets,	more	than	half	of	the	households	have	neither	rice	fields	nor	
dry	fields.	The	majority	of	land	owners	have	less	than	500	square	metres	of	land.	To	
live	solely	from	agriculture	and	thus	fulfil	their	basic	needs	such	as	food,	education	
(through high school), and social obligations, a family needed at least 0.25 hectares 
of	 rice	fields	or	1	hectare	of	dry	field.	Otherwise,	 an	additional	 income	source	 is	
needed. Very few households own larger plots of land; those who do are commonly 
old elite families, descendants of bekel. For example, the wealthiest land owner in 
Miri is Pak Adi, whose grandfather was a bekel and owned four hectares of land. 
Pak Adi’s father was a trader who managed to maintain the land. The land remained 
within the family circle, where each child (including Pak Adi), inherited 1.5 hectares 
of land. In Sompok, the wealthiest land owner is Mbah Wongso, whose father was 
also a bekel. Mbah Wongso owns around eight hectares of land. He states that it 
belongs to his children, though his children say that the land has not yet been given 
to them. This inconsistency is also shown in the survey data, as seen in the table 
below. The maximum area of land a household reported owning is only 8,000 square 
metres.
Table 3.3 Distribution of Land Ownership in Dusun Miri, 1969-1999 (percentages)
Rice fields (ha) 1969 1989 1999
Landless 37 48 53
0.01 – 0.05 13 16 23
0.051 – 0.010 17 13 14
0.101 – 0.20 17 13 6
 Sub Total  84  90 96
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Rice fields (ha) 1969 1989 1999
0.021 – 0.40 11 6 3
0.041 – 0.804 4 4 1
0.801 or more 2 0 0
Total 100 100 100
Source: Singarimbun, 1996; Survey data, 1999.
Landlessness has increased over time, as can be seen in Table 3.3. There is no 
earlier data for Sompok, but we can compare patterns of land tenure in Miri in 1969, 
1989 and 1999. Among landowning households, over 30 years, the average size of 
owned land decreased from an average of 1,000 square metres per household in 1969 
to 400 square metres in 1999. Only part of this decrease was due to population growth, 
which averaged more or less 1 per cent per annum during this period (as mentioned 
above). This is also attributable to the bilateral Javanese inheritance system, which 
gives each child the right to an equal share of their parents’ estate. Simultaneously, 
the number of landless households increased, as shown in Table 3.3, from 37 per cent 
of all households in 1969 to 48 per cent in 1989 and 53 per cent in 1999. Growing 
landlessness and fragmentation of land in the general context of overall economic 
growth has led the relative importance of the agricultural sector to decline. However, 
it has still remained the largest single source of income and employment. In the 
1970s,	as	explained	above,	0.25	hectares	of	rice	fields	and	1	hectare	of	dry	land	were	
required for subsistence living. In the 1990s, less land was needed for subsistence, 
as land productivity doubled. The minimum amount of farmland required to reach a 
subsistence level decreased to 0.20 hectares. However, the needs of society became 
more complex as living standards increased. For instance, luxury goods such 
as radio, TV, and motorcycles became basic necessities. Thus, the percentage of 
households which were partly or completely dependent on non-agricultural activities 
had increased from approximately 84 per cent in 1969 to 96 per cent in 1999.
Aside from population growth and bilateral inheritance, another cause of the 
reduced average size of land plots and the rapid decline of land ownership was 
the sale of land—though this has been relatively rare. Most land buyers are locals 
who work as civil servants, for private companies, or as mandor (construction 
supervisors). In general, people were inclined to keep their land as long as possible, 
even in times of duress. Land was treated as an ancestral legacy (pusaka) and selling 
it meant disgrace to the family name, as well as a decline in status.
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In both Sompok and Miri, landholders implemented strategies to maximize 
agricultural	production.	Infertile	fields	in	Miri	could	be	planted	with	rice	twice	yearly	
and	other	crops	annually.	Meanwhile,	dry	fields	in	Sompok	could	only	be	planted	
with dry-rice (padi gogo) once a year and other crops such as peanuts, cassava, and 
corn once or twice a year. At the end of the New Order, water remained a major issue 
in both hamlets even though Miri already had technical irrigation. Peasants overcame 
this lack of water by establishing a rotating schedule for upstream and downstream 
fields,	 as	well	 as	 those	 in	 the	 same	 areas.	Though	 this	 system	was	 agreed	 upon,	
conflicts	arose	from	competition	over	water	and	caused	insecurity	among	peasants.
The lack of water in Sompok is caused by its higher elevation. As it is higher 
than	the	Oyo	River,	there	is	no	technical	irrigation	for	the	fields	in	this	area.	The	water	
only	flows	through	small	channels	and	small	streams	from	the	hilltops	to	the	north	
of the village during the rainy season. In the dry season, these channels are totally 
dry. If peasants wanted to plant crops such as tobacco, beans, and chillies in Sompok 
during the dry season, they must bring water from the Oyo River. Many have used 
water	bearers	to	bring	water	to	their	fields,	as	only	a	few	peasants	can	afford	a	water	
pump. Only three of seventy peasants have been able to buy and use water pumps to 
transport water from the river. Peasants unable to purchase a water pump could rent 
one. However, this was quite expensive, Rp 25,000 per hour. Consequently, I could 
see women and children carrying water to help water the crops in the morning and 
at night. School-age children would usually help carrying water in the afternoon, 
from around 3 to 6 p.m. This was even more severe in the dry seasons when peasants 
would have carry water from the river until midnight. Men who worked outside the 
village could only participate in such activities after work.
Some changes have occurred in the gender division of labour in agriculture. 
In the past, when most men worked locally in agriculture, men would do the heavy 
work, such as preparing and cultivating the soil, whereas plant maintenance and 
harvesting would be done together with the women. Recently, the majority of the men 
have found employment in non-agricultural sectors outside the village. As a result, 
men now only work during land preparation while maintenance and harvesting are 
mainly carried out by women.
In Miri, a new variety of rice (pelita) was introduced in the 1980s. This variety 
is	only	suited	to	wet	rice	fields	and	thus	cannot	be	cultivated	in	most	of	Sompok.	The	
few	wet	fields	in	Sompok,	however,	were	cultivated	with	this	kind	of	rice.	This	new	
variety is resistant to the chronic pest attacks that often occur in the area. Though 
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harvests for this variety are smaller, peasants choose it to reduce the risk of pest 
infestation. At the end of the New Order, the average rice productivity in Miri was 
4.5 tons per hectare; in Sompok, it was only around 2 tons. Many times I heard 
people talking about how harvests had increased from previous crops. The low crop 
yields in Sompok were also linked to reduced plant fertilization in the area. Peasants 
preferred to apply cow manure to the more expensive chemical fertilizers, be they 
sold locally or (with a government subsidy) at the village cooperative unit (Koperasi 
Unit Desa, or KUD) located in Kebon Agung, some seven kilometres from Sompok. 
Alternatively, some peasants combined both cow manure and chemical fertilizer.
The types of crops planted in these two areas also differ. Peasants in Miri 
tend to plant monocrops which can be sold immediately, such as rice, soybeans, 
chili, peanuts, onions and melons. Peasants in Sompok, meanwhile, prefer a multi-
cropping system. They will cultivate dry land by planting rice (paddy gogo) and 
other crops, such as corn, peanuts, chilies, and cassava.
Farm Labour
In the 1980s many researchers found that the Green Revolution technologies 
and labour practices had severely reduced agricultural employment opportunities 
in Java. The new agricultural technology, including tractors, and the changes in the 
harvesting system had a strong impact on labour requirements (Hüsken and White, 
1989: 235–265; Hüsken, 1989: 303-301). Until the 1970s, most rice planted was 
harvested by women (predominantly from landless households), using a small rice-
knife (ani-ani) to cut the panicles of rice. It was a highly labour-intensive system in 
which women were paid with a share (called bawon). When the new rice varieties 
became common, peasants gradually began to sell their standing harvest through a 
contract called tebasan to traders (penebas) who most often originated from outside 
the village. It is common for traders to bring their own labourers from their own 
group. By selling rice to a contract trader in this way, the land owner could reduce 
the harvesting costs by half and earn some 25 per cent more than if he/she had 
organized the harvest him/herself using traditional technologies. Moreover, the 
owner would have cash on hand immediately after the harvest as the trader was 
also a wholesale buyer. At the same time, the ani-ani was replaced by the sickle, 
allowing workers to harvest more in a day but reducing the demand for workers. The 
new system was seen as disadvantageous to local women from landless and near-
landless households who had earned a substantial part of their annual rice stocks in 
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the form of a harvester’s bawon (Stoler, 1977; Hüsken, 1989; Kano, 1980; White, 
1983; Collier, 1981; Koentjaraningrat, 1984).
Compared to the rest of Central Java and other districts in Yogyakarta,23 the 
impact	of	 the	new	harvesting	 system	was	 relatively	 insignificant	 in	Sriharjo.	The	
change from the bawon to the tebasan	harvesting	system	had	no	significant	impact	
because the paddy buyer in tebasan system would not buy rice from peasants with 
small	 plots.	 They	 considered	 the	 potential	 profit	 too	 small	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	
labour they had to invest. Small-scale peasant were thus unable to use the tebasan 
system which was generally implemented by peasants who owned extensive lands. 
However, the tebasan system provided greater job opportunities for landless people 
in Sriharjo than the bawon system. The workers in the tebasan system were generally 
relatives or neighbours, but also included those from other backgrounds, including 
people from outside the village. Meanwhile, the bawon system prioritized relatives 
and neighbours and did not include workers from outside the village. Being part 
of the peasants’ circle was an important part of becoming a worker in the bawon 
system. For those who were not part of the peasants’ circle, such as landless women, 
the bawon system provided little space for them to participate. These landless usually 
became gleaners24 during harvest time,
In Sompok, in particular, the tebasan system was not implemented for several 
reasons. Most peasants in the hamlet had small plots which did not attract the interest 
of penebas, as	 they	could	be	much	more	efficiently	harvested	by	small	groups	of	
women.	In	case	of	financial	need,	some	of	their	harvest	could	then	be	sold	to	traders,	
providing the peasants with immediate cash. Therefore, the traditional bawon system 
was still utilized, though by the 1990s large land owners were employing men and 
women using sickles instead of ani-ani.	The	new	system	used	less	labour,	beneficial	
as the supply of female farm workers became more limited and many young women 
found employment elsewhere. At the same time, many landless workers in Sompok 
were recruited by penebas to work outside the village boundaries. Their earnings 
were considerably more than what they had received in the past. Sompok has become 
23 In neighbouring Kulon Progo, tebasan became common and deprived poor women of a crucial income source. 
See Stoler (1977) for a detailed analysis. 
24 Ngasak (gleaning) is usually conducted by the poorest women in the village who are driven to do so because 
they have no relatives to rely on and are considered unable to work as harvesters due to their age and physical 
condition.	These	women	are	allowed	to	enter	the	fields	after	the	women	harvesters	have	left	to	collect	the	rice	
panicles that harvesters had missed, as well as rice grain that had fallen to the ground. By doing so, they can 
bring home a few kilos of rice every day. However, for these women the introduction of sickles meant scant 
leftovers	in	the	field	after	the	crops	had	been	harvested.
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famous for supplying tebasan harvest workers to other parts of the sub-district and 
neighbouring districts.
For the people of Sompok, derep25 (harvesting for a bawon wage) is better than 
other paid agricultural work in one’s own hamlet. During the harvest, workers will 
leave their village by bicycle or other means of transportation, wearing their best 
clothes as a show of pride. Although the phenomenon of derep has been around 
since the Dutch colonial era, the practice of leaving their village to harvest in another 
area began in the 1980s when the tebasan	system	began	to	flourish	in	the	villages	of	
Java.	At	the	beginning,	villagers	became	harvest	workers	to	fill	positions	left	open	
by workers who had left their villages to work in the cities. Later, harvesting became 
their permanent job, completed every harvest season. They enjoyed doing such work 
because they could bring home a large quantity of rice.
In derep,	 people	work	 in	 a	 group	 of	 four	 to	 five	 persons;	 each	 group	 has	 a	
female member whose task is to provide workers’ daily meals and help them to 
clean up after harvesting activities. Many groups have informally been established in 
Sompok. To maintain their jobs as harvest workers, villagers need good relationships 
with the people in charge of the harvest. During the harvest season, the leaders of 
tebasan harvest	groups	are	usually	contacted	to	find	out	whether	or	not	harvesting	
work is available. However, sometimes workers simply search for locations where 
rice	fields	are	almost	ready	for	harvesting	and	try	their	luck	by	offering	themselves	to	
work. Harvest workers from Sompok commonly work the same areas every season, 
such as in other villages in Bantul, or the nearby districts of Kulon Progo, Sleman, 
and	Purworejo—all	areas	with	vast	 rice	fields.	Different	harvest	schedules	enable	
them to work throughout the year.
Some previous research has suggested that harvest workers do not earn much 
(Sairin, 1976 and Siahaan, 1977). According to Sairin (1976: 5), workers can only 
harvest 20 to 30 kilograms of rice. If the ratio is set at 1:10, this means that workers 
earn only 2–3 kilograms of rice every day. Similarly, Siahaan (1977: 55) found that 
workers	 earn	 less	 than	 the	 effort	 expended	 in	 completing	 the	 job.	These	findings	
are	contrary	to	those	of	Stoler	(1977)	who	finds	that	the	value	of	bawon, however 
25 Derep is a Javanese rice harvesting system implemented with the aid of one’s closest neighbours. Usually, 
when a peasant is ready to harvest his rice, he will ask his neighbours to help him do so. The number of rice 
harvest labourers (buruh derep)	depends	on	the	size	of	the	fields	to	be	harvested.	In	return	for	their	labour,	these	
neighbours will receive compensation in the form of dry, unhusked rice, or gabah, from the harvest at a scale 
of 1:8 or 1:10. For instance, in 1:8 scale, the landowner will take eight kilograms of rice for every kilogram 
given to the buruh derep. This compensation, generally known as bawon, is divided evenly between all of the 
labourers	who	worked	those	fields.	
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low, is still higher than the incomes available in other available agricultural or non-
farm work. The rate has become higher along with advancements in technology, 
such as the replacement of ani-ani with sickles and the use of threshers. In addition, 
Abdullah and White (2006) show that this change has resulted in higher bawon, even 
as the number of the work hours every harvest season decreases.
Though Sairin found a low income from derep in 1976, at the beginning of the 
New Order harvest workers in Sriharjo earned more than they did for other farm 
work (such as planting and weeding). A similar phenomenon existed at the end of the 
New Order, especially for the residents of Sompok. For them, working as penderep 
was a great opportunity. After working in Purworejo for two or three weeks, each 
worker could bring home about 400 to 500 kilograms of dry unhusked rice. When 
they arrived home, the rice grains were dry and ready to keep in a grobog (a kind of 
square wooden chest in which unhusked rice is placed), ready to mill. This was their 
food supply. One informant calculated the income of one penderep in one season 
was similar to that of a peasant who owned 2,000 square metres. Derep work is 
short-term and penderep do not bear any risk of crop failure or incur other expenses. 
Moreover, they can select the best quality unhusked rice for their bawon. According 
to workers, the best quality grains of barn-dry rice (gabah), when milled, produce 75 
per cent rice; regular unhusked rice produces only 50 per cent rice. Not surprisingly, 
the residents of Sriharjo prefer to buy unhusked rice from penderep than unhusked 
rice	harvested	from	local	rice	fields.
Working as a penderep is very tiring. One informant stated that, after working 
for three weeks, the workers needed to rest at home for three days. Though they were 
very tired, they were also content because they had abundant food supplies. Due to 
the heavy workload, the workers were categorized based on their physical strength 
and worked in groups with other workers whose working pace was similar. This 
diversification	was	 to	prevent	potential	conflict	stemming	from	workers’	different	
productivity.	Besides	workers	physical	condition,	diversification	was	also	based	on	
age. Those who were relatively younger would travel further, to Sleman, Purworejo 
and Kulon Progo, whereas those who were older would usually work near Sriharjo.
The family of Sukap was an example of derep workers in east Sompok. Though 
Sukap	owned	about	a	quarter	hectare	of	fields	on	the	hills,	the	land	did	not	produce	
much. Unless Sukap worked as a derep worker, his family would be unable to meet 
its food needs. Aside from cultivating his own land, he occasionally worked at a 
sugar cane plantation, receiving Rp 8,000 per day in 1999. The duration was not 
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fixed;	the	job	sometimes	took	a	whole	month,	but	on	another	occasion	it	took	only	
a week. The worst situation was when he could not get a job at all. He could not 
rely on his own crops, as his land was only productive during the rainy season, even 
though he also planted cassava and legumes. Sukap’s family thus began to depend 
on harvest work. Every harvest season, Sukap and his wife worked in Purworejo as 
penderep.	Though	this	schedule	sometimes	conflicted	with	his	schedule	working	at	
the sugar cane plantation, he preferred working as penderep because he could bring 
home unhusked rice and straw to feed their cattle. In one harvest season, he could 
get 600 kilograms of good quality unhusked rice (gabah), whereas in the dry season 
harvest he could get 500 kilograms. He could get eight times more rice in one harvest 
in Purworejo than from his own land. Through derep, Sukap and his family could 
earn half a year’s supply of rice. Though they had enough rice to consume every day, 
they would always mix it with tiwul for food security.
Non-Farming Activities and Labour Mobility
The movement of Sriharjo residents to work in the city increased rapidly in the 
1980s as economic growth stimulated the urban economy, particularly in the trade, 
construction,	manufacturing,	and	service	sectors.	After	first	finding	jobs	as	pedicab	
(becak)	 drivers,	 villagers	 then	 found	 it	 relatively	 easy	 to	 find	 work	 as	 unskilled	
workers in construction and manufacturing, or as gardeners. They were also able to 
work in the informal sector as hawkers and street food sellers. Workers from Miri 
or Sompok preferred to commute to Yogyakarta on a daily basis which they were 
able to do owing to the improved roads and public transport. Though it cost them 
time and money to do so, they were spared the cost of renting accommodation in the 
city which was more expensive than in the village. Commuting also allowed them 
to work on their land (if they had some) or to take casual work in the village in their 
spare time. As indicated by Koentjaraningrat (1984: 167), by commuting, in contrast 
to permanent migration, villagers also maintain their ties to the village community 
by taking part in communal activities and life cycle rituals of their relatives and 
neighbours.
There was a clear difference between migrant workers from Miri and Sompok in 
terms	of	when	they	began	to	participate	in	urban	employment	and	how	they	classified	
their jobs. Those from Miri were more willing to abandon their old jobs in the village 
and	work	full-time	in	their	urban	jobs	instead.	They	were	also	the	first	to	find	jobs	
in Yogyakarta in the 1970s due to their better education and earlier access to main 
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roads. This, in turn, provided them with better access to urban areas and networking. 
On the other hand, people from Sompok experienced this shift relatively late, in the 
early 1990s. They viewed urban casual labour as a secondary occupation, whereas 
their own agricultural activities and other local employment (cutting sugar cane, 
making	charcoal	and	collecting	firewood	for	others)	were	their	primary	occupation.
As time passed, people began to expand their geographical mobility. As the 
demand for labour increased drastically in cities, such as Jakarta, Bogor, Bandung and 
Semarang, brokers looked for labourers, young men and women who were willing 
to take up employment in the newly-built factories or as domestic servants. These 
workers only returned to Sriharjo every three to six months, particularly towards the 
end of the fasting month (mudik Lebaran), a special moment for family gathering. 
Young couples would work as migrant labourers in cities and leave their children 
behind, to be cared for by grandparents.26 Such migrants regularly sent remittances 
to cover both the costs of childcare and support their parents. They also saved money 
for going home. Aside from jobs as factory workers and domestic servants, some 
villagers who had attained higher levels of education were able to gain white collar 
jobs in private enterprises, government services, or the national defence forces.
As Miri had become a heterogeneous hamlet through emerging class differences, 
ties among its inhabitants were relatively weak. As such, people sought employment 
through personal networks with relatives or friends who had already moved to the 
city or through professional brokers. This means that the patronage system relying 
on vertical ties that once existed in Miri slowly transformed into relatively equal 
model of personal relations. This type of social relation was relatively less hierarchal 
than the patronage system. In the more homogeneous Sompok, working in the 
tebasan system remained villagers’ priority. However, after the harvest, a mandor, 
who served as their patron, would give them the opportunity to work as construction 
workers in the city. Thus, in Sompok, the patronage system remained in place.
Aside from jobs in the cities, residents also continued to work in various non-
farm activities in and around the village. Many men and women in Miri engaged 
in informal activities such as trading at Imogiri market. They sold bicycles, birds, 
chickens,	fish,	and	daily	goods	on	a	credit	system.	Unlike	the	early	years	of	the	New	
Order, when poor people chose to make palm sugar, during this period people tended 
to seek other jobs. This shift occurred both because picking coconuts which to be 
26 As these children grew up with their grandparents, they developed close bonds with them. Some even 
acknowledged them as ‘father’ and ‘mother’.
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made as palm sugar was considered dangerous – several men have fallen from the 
trees and suffered physical disability – and also because the income received from 
making palm sugar was no longer promising in comparison to other types of work. 
Lastly, there were fewer coconut trees, as more land and coconut trees were used for 
housing.
During this period many people combined numerous types of jobs in a system 
which the villagers have termed kerja serabutan. As an example of this pattern of 
multiple occupations we may take Ngadino, a twenty-nine year old man with a wife 
and two young daughters. Ngadino had graduated from senior high school which 
was at the time considered to be a relatively high level of education. In addition to 
selling goods on credit, he also drove a pedicab (becak), worked as a casual labourer, 
and sold birds and chickens. Before this, he had worked at a plecit bank (a mobile 
small-scale credit union that charged high interest rates) which had opened a branch 
in Sriharjo, but lost the job after the bank went bankrupt. He thus became what was 
locally known as a tukang mindring. While working, every evening he would ride his 
bicycle around the village selling goods, such as pails and clothes and also accepting 
orders for such things as fertilizer, cement, and other goods on credit. Sometimes he 
also lent money through ngerolasi, a system which used an interest rate known as 
“ten to twelve”. For example, if one were to borrow Rp 10,000, one would return 
Rp 1,000 each day for 12 days. Ngadino’s wife also worked in numerous jobs to 
support the family’s livelihood. She worked her in-laws’ land, knitted handicrafts, 
and helped neighbours during ceremonies in return for staples (such as rice, sugar, 
or tea).
Poverty and Inequality
With the improvements in agriculture and the expansion of off-farm and non-
agricultural employment opportunities in Sriharjo, the chronic poverty that stemmed 
from limited land and employment and low labour incomes gradually declined. 
Some poverty was still evident in the village, however. According to Singarimbun 
(1993), almost a third of the community was still living in extreme poverty in 1973. 
This was primarily linked to the low wages prevailing in the region. The regional 
minimum wage in Yogyakarta was set at Rp 1,760 or approximately USD 0.85 per 
day, but villagers sometimes received even less, around Rp 1,500 per day. This was 
far below the cost of living (minimum basic needs) at the time which came up to 
Rp 3,000 per person per day. This meant that many household incomes were still 
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extremely	low,	even	if	the	household	income	was	just	above	the	official	poverty	line.	
Land access, which had been the primary determinant of poverty in Sriharjo before 
the New Order, was now only one among many factors, and the major issue had now 
become the problem of access to employment.
Aside from poverty, there were clearly visible inequalities in the socio-
economic status of village residents. In the mid-1990s, some prosperous households 
owned spacious and well-built houses, cars, motorcycles, televisions, and mobile 
phones, and could afford a visit to the doctor or other health care facilities, while 
others remained in relative poverty, living in simple, semi-permanent housing, with 
poor nutrition, limited clothing and other household goods, and poor access to health 
care. A combination of disparities in assets, access, employment, education, and age 
determined the economic conditions of these residents. Pak Ton, a poor resident 
of Miri, is an example. Born in 1957, he always looked messy, rarely changing his 
clothes, and commonly wearing simple black shorts and a white t-shirt. His striped 
sarong—a length of fabric worn outside work hours and during prayer time—also 
appeared rumpled and worn-out. Though he always carried the sarong wherever he 
went, it was mostly twisted around his waist above his black shorts and only used 
when meeting people of higher status. Whenever he was around people he respected, 
he would pull the sarong down over his legs. Pak Ton was a respectful individual 
who was very diligent in helping everyone who required his assistance. He lived with 
his wife and four children. His oldest child, a daughter of thirteen years, studied in 
junior high school. The second, a son of eleven years, was in elementary school. The 
third child, a six year old boy, and the youngest child, a three year old girl, were not 
yet at school. The family lived in a small 4 x 7 m house with an open spaced room 
inside. The kitchen, located behind the house, was a lean-to shed roofed partly with 
tiles and partly with coconut fronds. The front wall of the house was constructed 
with	brick	while	the	back	walls	were	made	of	woven	bamboo.	The	flooring	was	dirt.	
Pak Ton’s wife suffered chronic epilepsy which often left her near unable to carry 
out her domestic duties. On several instances, when she had been cooking while 
holding her youngest child, she had suffered a seizure and dropped the child who 
almost	landed	in	the	fire.	Since	then,	Pak Ton had cooked the rice. He rose at 4 am 
to cook rice porridge for the children leaving for school. He then had to draw water 
from	the	well	to	fill	the	tubs	in	the	bathroom	and	to	bathe.	After	bathing,	he	would	
pray and then make tea. At around 5 am, he would begin waking up the children to 
bathe, have breakfast, and prepare for school. After all the children had been readied 
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for school, Pak	Ton	then	left	for	the	rice	field	owned	by	his	neighbour,	where	he	had	
been working since his youth.
Another example of a household impoverished due to a lack of education and 
assets is the family of Bu Jum. This 75 year old woman lived in Sompok with her 
12-year-old	 granddaughter	who	was	 still	 in	 grade	five	 of	 elementary	 school.	Her	
only daughter had divorced and was working as a domestic servant in the city of 
Bandung. Bu Jum lived alone in a tiny house on a hill slope. Her house measured 6 
x	9	metres	and	had	walls	of	woven	bamboo,	a	roof	of	old	tiles,	and	a	dirt	floor.	The	
door of the house was also of woven bamboo. To reach her house from the main 
road, she had to climb some 400 metres up a narrow path. The house comprised a 
small living room, a bedroom, and a kitchen. Behind the kitchen she kept four goats 
in a doorless stable. Fifteen-watt electric outlets were installed in two places in the 
house. The electricity was tapped from a neighbour for which she paid Rp 10,000 
per month
Bu Jum	had	been	a	widow	since	her	husband	died	at	the	age	of	fifty.	After	his	
death, she had lived alone and raised her only daughter. After her daughter graduated 
from elementary school, her daughter began work as a domestic servant at the home 
of a resident in another hamlet. When this daughter was older, she became a domestic 
servant in Yogyakarta. At the age of eighteen, this daughter met and married a man 
who was originally from the Gunung Kidul district. In a short while, her husband 
divorced her, as he did not want to live with her mother. Since then, this daughter had 
worked as a domestic servant in Bandung. Each year during the Lebaran holiday, she 
came home to see her mother and child.
Bu Jum only owned a 75 square metre house plot, as well as a 500 square metre 
plot of dry farm land. Her daily work routine involved agricultural labour, sometimes 
assisting with her neighbours’ harvests, but primarily tending her goats. The goats 
had been provided through a government aid program, hence her efforts to care for 
them well. Her daily food was tiwul, which was mixed at times with a little rice and 
some spicy vegetables such as cassava leaves or other types of greens cooked with 
many chillies. She would get her protein from a slice of tempeh or tofu. She rarely 
had the opportunity to eat meat unless a neighbour held a ritual or ceremonial feast 
and she was be provided with some, though she would give the majority to her 
grandchild. Vegetables were gleaned from her garden above the house, and at times 
she bought them from a local shop. However, she would more often take or ask for 
vegetables from her neighbours. Occasionally her daughter would send her funds 
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through a neighbour who always travelled back and forth to Bandung. The amount 
was not much, sometimes Rp 25,000 (in 1999), sometimes more. The money was 
used for the education of Bu Jum’s granddaughter and to pay the electricity bill.
Reciprocity and Social Solidarity: the Many Faces of ‘Helping’
For people in Sriharjo, Miri and Sompok in particular, helping one another is 
seen as a moral obligation. Various terms are related to this and applied in different 
activities: gotong royong, rewang/ngrewangi, sambatan, mbantu, and tetulung. 
Each term shows the form and manner of helping, as well as the context. Gotong 
royong (literally “shouldering the burden together”) strictly speaking refers only to 
communal labour (Koentjaraningrat, 1984: 156) although it is often used to refer to 
a wider range of ‘helping’ activities by some other authors (cited in Chapter 1) and 
in everyday language.
One example of gotong royong (in the narrow sense of communal labour) 
in	Sompok	 is	when	people	work	 together,	using	hoes,	 sickles,	and	shovels,	 to	fix	
the	paths	to	the	fields	and	the	forests	on	the	hillsides.	Because	some	of	Sompok	is	
hilly, landslides often occurred in both the settlement area and along the hillsides. 
This was the case for the road connecting the neighbouring Pengkol and Sompok 
Villages, located between the hillsides and the watershed of the Oyo River. Sompok 
residents used gotong royong	to	fix	the	road,	plant	trees	on	the	dry	lands,	and	carry	
soil	from	the	fields	and	the	hillsides	to	the	roads	which	needed	to	be	fixed	because	
of landslides. This, therefore, is gotong royong in its most narrow sense: communal 
work in which those involved do not expect any return.
The practice of communal (non-reciprocal) gotong royong was also common 
in Miri. Before the economic crisis 1998, the people of Miri had already planned to 
pave	the	streets,	most	significantly	the	main	streets	of	the	village	which	became	wet	
and muddy during the rainy season and dusty during the dry season. Money was 
collected from the residents for many years through night patrols (ronda). Though 
there was some argument as to whether or not the street was to be asphalted or paved, 
ultimately	they	decided	that	paving	the	main	street	would	be	more	cost	efficient	and	
practical. Members of the community were in charge of this, and every night they 
were rotated on the basis of who were in charge for night patrol (ronda). Thus, every 
night after evening prayers (Isya), seven to nine men from RW1, Miri Kulon, worked 
on making paving blocks for two to three hours before their night patrol. Every night, 
each team could produce about 140 pieces of paving blocks. Afterwards, they would 
3 –Sriharjo During the New Order 91
be served drinks and snacks. Before the economic crisis 1998, the tea or coffee 
served would always be sweet and served every night at the patrol post. During the 
crisis, the drinks might be sugarless or not even served.
“Sharing the burden” in this way could, indeed, sometimes be considered a 
burden. One night, Kang Iran, who was in charge of providing drinks and snacks at 
his house for the night patrol team, jokingly and bitterly said:
”I apologize that we serve tea mixed with papaya leaves. That is why it is bitter. We are 
sorry that sugar price is very expensive. It is better that we spend the money to buy rice 
instead of sugar. The most important thing is that it can relieve our thirst. But we have 
steamed cassava as a complement”.
The making of paving blocks took them three months to complete. Ultimately, 
they	fixed	all	of	the	streets.	People	worked	hand	in	hand	to	finalize	the	work	because	
they all understood that what they did was not just for themselves, but for the sake 
of the whole community.
Since	Miri	Village	had	a	large	rice	field	area,	gotong royong	 to	fix	irrigation	
canals	 was	 quite	 common.	 Before	 the	 rice	 planting	 season,	 they	 usually	 fixed	
irrigation canals or, using hoes and sickles, cleared them from trash or weeds that 
could	block	the	water	flow	to	the	rice	fields.	This	was	commonly	done	on	Sunday	
morning between 7 and 10 a.m. Drinks and snacks were supplied by persons with 
spare money who then did light tasks. Those who could not afford to provide drinks 
and snacks recompensed with hard working. For instance, Kang Ton, one of the poor 
residents of Miri, mostly did hoeing, soil digging, and cutting wood and grass, and 
collecting trash.
From these examples, we could see how the people of Miri practiced gotong 
royong in various ways. This involved not only activities directly involved in the 
gotong royong	(i.e.	men	making	paving	blocks	and	fixing	the	street	and	irrigation	
canals) or the balance of workload (i.e. between older and younger villagers or 
between those who contributed snacks and work), but also women’s voluntary 
service of providing drinks and snacks for workers.
Another form of social solidarity are the various forms of reciprocal work 
arrangements. Although villagers may refer to these activities as gotong royong, here 
these activities will be differentiated as the basic principle underlying them is different 
from communal work. Reciprocal work arrangements involve exchange which is not 
the case as in gotong royong. An example of reciprocal work arrangements can be 
seen in the practice of labour exchange among the small peasants of Miri. While the 
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better-off	peasants	commonly	employed	paid	workers	to	take	care	of	their	rice	fields,	
those who had only small farms avoided hiring paid labourers because of the cost. 
As	such,	 labour	exchange	on	a	 reciprocal	basis	became	very	significant.	Peasants	
organised the timing of the hoeing and ploughing of their land together with their 
neighbours so that they could help each other.
Kang Min was one of the peasants who owned only 500 square metres of rice 
fields.	As	such,	he	always	hoed	his	field	first	before	ploughing	it.	He	asked	five	of	
his friends and fellow villagers who owned approximately the same amount of land 
to help him hoe his land. In subsequent days the men took turns hoeing each other’s 
land. This was less expensive than hiring paid labour, as he stated:
“It	is	cheaper	and	easier	to	hoe	the	land	first.	The	soil	became	better	because	we	dig	the	soil	
deeply. Besides it does not cost a lot of money. I usually serve drinks, snacks, and lunch 
whenever	I	asked	for	my	friends’	help.	With	their	help,	we	can	finish	it	before	noon”.
In Sompok, reciprocal arrangements covered exchanges of labour in various 
farming related activities such as ploughing, watering the plants during the dry 
seasons, and harvesting rice, peanuts, and cassava in the hills beyond the village and 
tobacco in the valley on the banks of the Oyo River. These arrangements involved 
more neighbours and/or relatives, particularly for cassava and peanuts, because the 
land was located on the hill.
Sambatan	 is	 another	 help-related	 term	 specifically	 used	 to	 describe	 the	
reciprocal activity of helping neighbours build or repair their houses. Abdullah and 
White (2006) clearly explain about sambatan and its dynamics in rural Javanese 
society. They argue that, although sambatan is seen or appreciated in the context 
of traditional cooperative values, social harmony, and solidarity, compensation (be 
it in the form of money or goods) in sambatan is purely an exchange. The receiver 
is obliged to return the help “in the same amount and at the appropriate time”. An 
example of sambatan is in building a house. When a villager builds a house, other 
will offer labour. The person whose house was built through sambatan will not 
immediately be obliged to return the favour. However, though sambatan is very 
flexible	 in	 terms	of	 the	 timing	of	 the	 return,	 it	 is	 still	 the	 receiver’s	obligation	 to	
recompense.
The most common forms of sambatan in Miri and Sompok involved helping 
neighbours	build	sheds	for	chickens	or	goats,	digging	out	fish	ponds	in	their	yards,	
and	fixing	or	building	houses.	In	the	past,	sambatan took a longer time, sometimes 
more than a week until a house was completely built, including its foundation, walls, 
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roof,	 floor,	 etc.	 It	 took	 at	 least	 ten	 days	 for	 them	 to	 build	 a	 traditional	 Javanese	
house made from woven bamboo with the roof made of tiles of reeds. Nowadays, 
such activities generally last up to three days, covering only part of the work. One 
informant, Pak Muji from Miri, said: “I feel embarrassed if I have to ask for help 
more than three days, or even only for two days”. The rest of the construction work 
is done by paid labourers. Mas Rahmat from Miri stated:
”If	I	calculate	it	in	terms	of	finance	and	convenience,	asking	for	the	neighbours’	help	is	no	
longer	beneficial.	In	fact,	it	costs	a	lot	more	money.	Besides	preparing	the	materials,	such	
as hoes, shovels, string, etc., to build the foundation for a house, we also have to provide 
good meals. At least, when asking neighbours for help, we must provide tea and coffee as 
well as snacks in the morning and in the afternoon, and cigarettes for a whole day, and a 
complete lunch consisting of at least rice, chicken, tempeh, and tofu. If we don’t do all this, 
we will be the subject of gossip, and it will spread among neighbours, and even among 
the neighbouring villages. To keep good relationship with our neighbours, it is better not 
to ask for their help when building a house. It is important to keep good relationships with 
our neighbours”.
This	reflects	how	sambatan, in the context of building a house, may today be 
considered more of a “burden” than a “help”, as the cost of social responsibility is 
greater than that of hiring construction workers. Not surprisingly then, sambatan has 
become less common.
The gradual decline of sambatan in Miri, and later also in Sompok, was related 
to various other aspects. There was a change in building materials from woven 
bamboo and wood into more permanent materials, involving techniques requiring 
(skilled) construction workers. People also became reluctant to ask their neighbours 
for help for more than two days because they lost the opportunity to earn money 
from their regular jobs. If they hired their neighbours for an extended period of time, 
they had to pay them with a regular rate as construction workers.
For example, when Kang Romat asked his neighbours to help build the 
foundation	to	his	house,	fifteen	men	were	involved.	On	the	first	day,	they	cleaned	the	
area and dug the soil. On the following day, the sambatan workers brought the stones 
on the road side to the holes for the house foundation, prepared sand and mixed the 
materials for the foundation. On that day, the (paid) construction workers started 
working while the others prepared the materials needed by the skilled construction 
workers. By the afternoon, many of the workers were not needed anymore. Kang 
Romat thanked his neighbours for helping him so that the process of construction 
could	be	finished	more	quickly.	He	then	continued	by	saying	that,	on	the	next	day,	
only one construction worker (he mentioned the worker’s name) would continue 
3 –Sriharjo During the New Order 94
working. This meant that sambatan was not needed anymore. He later asked four 
workers involved in the sambatan to help the skilled construction worker the 
following day.
While the term sambatan may seem to imply that no money or rewards are 
exchanged, such activities have seen considerable change. For instance, in the mid-
1980s sambatan began to involve a small amount of money and various forms of 
small	rewards.	For	minor	activities,	such	as	fixing	a	house,	cattle	pen,	or	fish	pond,	
only one or two close neighbours were usually involved. Work commonly took one 
day, and the workers generally chose Sunday. Mas Gudek, for example, planned to 
fix	his	house’s	leaky	roof.	During	the	night	patrol,	he	met	his	neighbour	Kang Paimo 
who was a construction worker. He asked Kang Paimo and another neighbour to help 
him	fix	the	leaky	roof.	Both	men	agreed	to	come	the	next	morning	at	around	9	a.m.	
As with other sambatan related activities, Mas Gudek had to serve a meal for them. 
When	work	was	finished	in	the	afternoon,	Mas Gudek gave his neighbours “cigarette 
money” of Rp 5,000.00 each as an expression of gratitude. The amount was smaller 
than the regular rate for a construction worker, which was Rp 15,000 per day (in 
1999). Thus, there was a transition from cash-free help to “cigarette money”.
Another form of reciprocal help is rewang which is understood as an activity 
to help neighbours or relatives who require help with various ceremonies such as 
circumcisions,	weddings,	and	funerals.	In	cultivating	rice	fields,	the	term	mbantu was 
used more often and carried the sense of ‘helping neighbours or relatives for a short 
period of time’. Tetulung is another help-related term and is commonly perceived 
as an activity to help those who are in a sad situation (i.e. dealing with a death). 
In this case, unlike other life-cycle events, such as weddings and circumcisions, 
reciprocity	 is	not	 expected.	 In	 the	event	of	 a	death,	 the	 immediate	 task	 is	first	 to	
announce the death through the nearby mosques. The announcements commonly 
take the following format:
”Assalamualaikum Warahmatullahi Wabarokatuh (Islamic greeting), to all village 
residents. This morning we just received some news from … village, notifying us that 
Bapak/Ibu … just passed away, at the age of … at … hospital/at home in … village. The 
funeral will be held today at … in … (name of cemetery), … (names of the family). Thank 
you. Wassalamualaikum Warahmatulahi Wabarokatuh”.
Soon after this announcement is made, we see family, neighbours, and friends 
visiting the grieving family to tetulung and/or to layat (mourning). In both Miri and 
Sompok, there was a tradition that a dead person had to be buried as soon as possible, 
no more than 24 hours after death. If a person died at night, he or she would be buried 
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the next day. This would be followed by seven consecutive days of tahlilan, starting 
after the evening prayers (Isya) of the day, served with hot tea or coffee and snacks. 
Big meals were usually served by women for the guests joining tahlilan, as were 
boxes of food for the guests to bring home. Tahlilan is a ritual of recitation of holy 
verses of Qoran begging for mercy and forgiveness for the souls of the deceased. 
Tetulung is different from layat. Layat is a short term activity and ends when 
the funeral is done. It is associated with visiting the grieving family to give charity 
(sumbangan) and express condolences. It is more formal and guests are never asked 
to help prepare for the funeral. People commonly come in clean attire and sit on 
prepared chairs. Some wait until the ceremony begins; others leave beforehand. Men 
commonly stay longer until it is almost time for the funeral. Only those who had a 
close relationship with the deceased accompany the body to the cemetery.
Tetulung, meanwhile, covers all related activities, beginning when someone 
dies and lasting until the end of the funeral ceremony. The activities are gendered. 
Men’s contributions have more to do with cleaning the yard and the house (including 
mats, seats, and tables) and welcoming the incoming guests, providing a table for 
the corpse, water for bathing the corpse, and the shroud to wrap the dead, inviting 
the neighbours to attend the funeral, and preparing the grave. After returning from 
the graveyard, men then clean the mess and tidy up the house to prepare for the 
following ceremony: a kenduren (a ceremony of praying for the dead) and tahlilan 
(a ceremony of Islamic praying for the dead), to prepare the mat for the room, 
etc. Women’s contributions were to bathe the corpse (if female) and food-related 
tasks, such as collecting rice and/or cash from the village residents, shopping for 
food, cooking meals for kenduren and tahlilan, and preparing and arranging berkat 
(portions of food that the guests will bring home), as well as meal to be served to the 
guests. Younger men and women serve drinks and snacks to the tahlilan participants 
(sinoman) and distribute boxes of meals (berkat) to the participants. However, older 
people often criticize them because they are considered too slow and/or lacking in 
politeness.
Another type of help-related activity is asymmetrical mutual help, commonly 
between the rich and the poor. Some poor people had already established a long 
term relationship with a rich person before the economic crisis of 1998. When it was 
difficult	to	get	a	job	in	non-agricultural	sectors	and	job	opportunities	in	the	agricultural	
sector were likewise limited, the poor tried their luck by working at the homes of 
rich families. Though not asked to come, they went to these potential patrons’ homes 
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to await an offer. In this context, the patron–client relationship involves landowners 
and farm workers as well as wealthier and poorer neighbours or kin (compare Pelras, 
1994 on patronage relationships among the Bugis of Sulawesi). This kind of relation 
can be maintained for a long time, and even inherited over generations. As such, these 
relationships, asymmetrical as they may be, are often close and intimate. During a 
time of crisis crisis, the poor could go to the rich person’s house almost every day, 
with or without being asked to do so. Almost all of the poor had their own patrons 
who	were	always	willing	to	give	them	some	jobs,	be	they	fixing	cattle	pens	or	a	leaky	
roof, helping dry unhusked rice, cleaning the yard, taking unhusked rice to the rice 
mill,	cutting	tree	branches,	harvesting,	or	cultivating	rice	fields.
Kang Ton is a good example to illustrate such a relationship. He worked on 
Pak	Jumari’s	rice	fields	for	a	long	time.	Almost	every	day,	after	finishing	his	own	
job	in	the	field,	Kang Ton went to Pak Jumari’s house at around eight in the morning 
to help him with various activities. Sometimes, his wife would also come to Pak 
Jumari’s house to provide help around the house (cooking, sweeping, or taking care 
of the children). One morning, after cleaning the yard without being asked, he was 
around the kitchen where Pak Jumari was preparing for breakfast. Pak Jumari told 
him: “Now that you are here, you can have breakfast in the kitchen. After that, you 
can climb the coconut trees and pick the ripe ones.” He made his own tea and ate 
the meal provided by Pak Jumari and then climbed some coconut trees to harvest 
the ripe coconuts and pick the dry leaves. In the afternoon, he went home, carrying 
a package of food, two coconuts, and some dry coconut leaves. When I asked about 
his relationship with Pak Jumari, he stated:
“I have worked for Pak	Jumari,	working	in	his	fields,	for	a	long	time.	That	is	why	I’m	used	
to	helping	him	doing	anything	I	can	do.	Sometimes	I	work	in	the	other	fields,	or	watch	the	
irrigation. I’ll also do housework at his house. I never want to receive any money from 
him. But each harvest, he gives me several kilograms of unhusked rice that he harvests 
from	another	rice	field.	Besides	that,	every	time	I	have	financial	problems,	such	as	needing	
money to pay my children’s tuition fees, Pak Jumari is always there to help. When I borrow 
a lot of money, it is counted as a loan, but if I borrow just a small amount, Pak Jumari 
doesn’t expect a return. I feel comfortable with this relationship”.
In this case, though there is an asymmetrical relationship between the rich and 
the	poor,	each	party	benefits	from	each	other.	Though	Kang Ton, on the one hand, 
does not get any money for his labour (i.e. cleaning the yard, harvesting, etc.), he 
is able to obtain other rewards from this relationship (i.e. unhusked rice, meals, 
coconut, borrowing school fee for his children, etc.). Pak Jumari, on the other hand, 
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has access to a willing helper who can be called on at any time for all kinds of 
odd jobs without going through the process of recruiting a worker and negotiating 
wages. Though asymmetrical and in some ways exploitative, such patron–client 
relationships provide the poorer party in the relationship with an important source of 
security in times of need or adversity.
Slametan
Classic literature on Javanese culture holds that slametan or communal feasts are 
a ritual activity widely performed in Javanese communities. The slametan, according 
to Geertz (1960: 20), is a central religious rite of the Javanese no matter what their 
religion. Through slametan, they form a relationship with God and the spirits of the 
dead. Slametan are among the most important elements of almost all the rites and 
ceremonies in the Javanese spiritual system in general; this is especially true for 
adherents of the Jawi religion (Geertz, 1960: 11-15, 30-37, Koentjaraningrat, 1984: 
344). According to Geertz, slametan are held not only with a view to maintaining 
a sense of solidarity among the participants, usually close neighbours, but also to 
maintain good relations with the ancestors. The ceremony also contains religious 
aspects, including selected parts of the Koran being read and the chanting of prayers 
in Arabic. The ceremony takes its name from the Javanese word slamet, originating 
from the Arabic salam, which refers to a peaceful state of equanimity in which 
nothing negative will happen.
Unlike Geertz, who believed that all slametan are religious ceremonies, 
Bachtiar (1973: 86–87) and Koentjaraningrat (1984: 347) distinguish between 
ceremonial feasts associated with religious rites and ceremonies connected with 
indigenous customs. The slametan is a ritual of peace where people who host and 
attend feel a deep resonance of the sacred. This occurs not only when the feast is in 
progress, but also when a family decides to hold it. The desire to hold a slametan 
can be based purely in religious beliefs, but it can also be brought about because 
of fears of unwanted circumstances (illness, death in the family) or impending 
disasters. Slametan can also be held as a part of normal village life, such preceding a 
birth or wedding— though still following religious customs. The atmosphere of the 
ceremony can create religious fervour among participants, especially during dhikir.27 
Slametan are held for funerary purposes seven, forty, a hundred, and a thousand 
27 Dhikir (meaning “remembrance”) is the name of devotional acts in Islam in which short phrases or prayers are 
repeatedly recited silently or aloud. 
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days after death. Slametan can also be held for any variety of reasons, including 
recovery	of	a	serious	illness,	the	fulfilment	of	personal	promises,	or	even	because	of	
nightmares.
The purpose of a non-religious or non-sacred slametan is to maintain a sense of 
social solidarity and to create a space that is peaceful, without hostility or prejudice 
against	others.	It	is	also	often	a	celebration	of	a	life	affirming	event	and	an	occasion	
for happiness. Those in attendance may still be asked to pray, but the intent of the 
ceremony is not primarily religious. These feasts can take place when someone 
moves into a new home, changes their name, or before embarking on a long trip or 
purchasing a cow or even a new motorcycle or car.
In Sriharjo, slametan are known by different names depending on whether 
or not they are intended as sacral or non-sacral. Religious ceremonies are usually 
known as tahlilan or slametan, whereas non-religious feasts are usually referred to 
as kenduren (meaning simply feast or banquet). Nonetheless, not much distinction 
is made between the terms in day-to-day life. The term tahlilan is often used more 
specifically,	in	reference	to	reciting	verses	(tahlil) from the Koran during a slametan. 
These verses are not typically recited during a kenduren. Tahlilan is typically used 
to refer to a funeral ceremony, whereas slametan or kenduren are used colloquially. 
Kenduren is also normally used to refer to a feast taking place after sunset. The term 
implies a feast undertaken with neighbour(s)—it may only be a single neighbour, 
though typically, at least the village leader is expected to come—during which they 
pray for the host, for someone who is struggling, or for something which requires 
prayer. The word slametan is associated with life cycle events, such as birth, 
circumcision, marriage, death and the commemoration of death. Slametan are also 
used to pray to God so that important events can be carried out without hindrance. 
This can include a desire for upward mobility in one’s profession or education, the 
acquisition of goods and animals such as cattle, a new tractor, rice milling tools, 
bicycles,	motorcycles,	cars,	trucks,	buses,	boats,	fishing	equipment	and	so	forth.
Slametan are generally held in the evening after Mahgrib (at dusk/after sunset, 
about 18:00) or Isak prayers (around 19:30). They are also sometimes held in the 
afternoon, after the 3:00 pm prayer of Zuhur. These afternoon occasions are usually 
specific	to	funerary	ceremonies	following	the	burial.	For	slametan, the host family 
(typically the women) will make food which is placed in baskets of woven bamboo 
or paper packets. The type of food can vary greatly, but will typically contain rice, 
vegetables,	 boiled	 eggs,	 small	 pieces	 of	 chicken,	 salted	 fish,	 or	 rice	 cooked	 in	
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coconut milk with shredded chicken. For slametan held after Mahgrib or after Isak, 
at about 5:00 pm, the host will either send one of their children to or personally go 
around to neighbours’ homes and request that the head of the household (ordinarily 
the men) attend the event. There is an unwritten rule in areas of rural Java such as 
Sriharjo that an invitation must be extended in person, by visiting the home, rather 
than through the loudspeakers of mosques or another medium. According to my 
informant, this indicates the seriousness of the host’s request that neighbours attend. 
This requires a level of polite entreaty from the person requesting attendance. The 
language used in such petitions may follow in this style “Assalamualaikum, Sir. 
Please excuse me. I was sent by my father to convey a request for your attendance at 
a feast this evening, if you would be so willing, (either after Mahgrib or Isak) at the 
home of my father. He wishes me to communicate his gratitude to you in advance. 
Thank you.” This messenger is expected to repeat the formal request at the home of 
each invitee; if the head of the household is not home at the time, then the messenger 
must	 return	 to	 repeat	 the	 request	specifically	 to	 the	 resident	who	 is	 invited.	Once	
they have completed this task, the messenger must return home and report how many 
people	have	confirmed	who	was	unreachable,	etc.	In	addition,	the	host	may	require	
the prospective attendance of certain religious or community leaders. The host of the 
slametan will consider the event to be more successful if such people of importance 
plan on making an appearance.
One or two days before the event, the household where the feast is to be held 
will be industriously engaged in preparation. Mothers, adolescents, close relatives, 
and even close neighbours will be participate in making baskets, cooking food, and 
setting up the general needs for the event. About an hour before the celebration 
begins, the boys of the family prepare to distribute food to the participants. This 
group of youths is known traditionally as sinoman (derived from the word nom, 
meaning young). They are responsible for ensuring that all goes as planned. They are 
also charged with receiving the guests in front of the house as they arrive.
Approximately	five	to	ten	minutes	before	the	specified	time,	the	host	will	take	
a position in front of the entrance to wait for and welcome guests. Guests do not 
usually	come	alone,	but	arrive	in	groups.	About	fifty	metres	from	the	house	hosting	
the slametan, usually on the corner of the street, at the nearest intersection, or at 
a security post, guests gather to wait for other guests so that they may go to the 
host household together. At that time they will usually share information about the 
purpose of the slametan with other neighbours. After several people have gathered, 
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they will move together to the host’s house. Though most guests come in groups, 
there are always one or two neighbours who arrive late and thus go directly to the 
house	that	is	hosting	the	event.	It	takes	five	to	fifteen	minutes	to	arrange	the	seating	
at	the	venue.	Guests	are	seated	on	mats	in	a	circle	modified	to	fit	the	shape	of	the	
room. If the room (usually a living room) is elongated, then the mats will be arranged 
in an elongated manner, but if the room is rectangular then they are arranged in a 
rectangular	fashion.	Sometimes,	if	there	is	insufficient	seating,	the	participants	may	
simply sit against the available walls. Therefore, the room will be divided into two 
parts: one group in the middle of the room facing the walls and one along the walls 
facing	the	middle.	However	if	there	is	still	insufficient	space	to	accommodate	every	
attendee, which occasionally happens as the event gets underway, those of a lower 
social status (for instance, younger people) will be seated on mats outside the home 
and sit in a circle like the one inside the room.
In rural communities of Java, the seating arrangements at this style of slametan 
are indicative of social esteem. Sitting closest to the door are those who have the 
lowest social status, whereas the centre of orientation is the village elder, who leads 
the ceremony. He sits in the middle of the circle, facing the entrance of the room. 
Around him religious leaders, community leaders, and the village elite are seated 
in places of honour. As such, the closer someone is seated to the village elder, the 
higher their social regard, and conversely the further from the village elder someone 
is seated, i.e. near the door or outside, the lower their status. This seating layout is 
in and of itself an interesting aspect of the ceremony. Most people will typically seat 
themselves near the door regardless of social eminence. Those who arrive later or 
are of lower status will encourage people to occupy a space that corresponds with 
their distinction among the guests. It is a point of pride to be asked to move to a more 
prominent seat, away from the entrance.
Before the event begins, woven baskets (besek)28 of food are arranged in the 
centre of the room and prayers begin. The number of baskets corresponds with the 
number	of	people	present	at	the	ceremony.	There	are	often	ten	to	fifteen	extra	baskets	
28 The baskets or boxes are made of woven bamboo, usually measuring 15x15cm. The box is in two parts: 
the	food	is	placed	in	the	bottom	part	and	then	the	lid	fits	over	the	bottom.	Though	most	besek have lids, for 
slametan ceremonies the baskets are not closed, but simply covered with banana leaves or newspaper. These 
boxes will contain approximately 300 grams of rice, with peanuts and anchovies in a smaller container within 
the basket (known as takir), as well as jackfruit, stir-fried string beans, shredded fried chicken, a banana, a 
hard-boiled egg, small snacks, and crackers. During the 1,000 day slametan commemorating a death, the food 
in a besek is raw, for example: uncooked rice, eggs, and a banana; money may also be included (as much as Rp 
1,000).
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made, to be given to the women who helped prepare the event or to be sent to heads 
of households who were unable to attend.
Habits and patterns of slametan have lasted for generations in Sriharjo. There 
has	been	no	significant	change	in	the	implementation	of	these	ceremonies	(until	very	
recently after the 2006 earthquake, as explained in Chapter 5). What has changed is 
the type and quality of food. For example, in the past, the only meat included in the 
basket was a small piece of shredded chicken measuring about 4 cm long and 0.5 cm 
thick. Recently, however, baskets have included entire thigh pieces.
For a slametan that are not religious in nature, the ceremony is usually held 
after Mahgrib, around 6 p.m. These usually last a short time, around 30 minutes. 
Once people have gathered, the muezzin explains the purpose of the gathering and 
opens the prayers. No food or drinks are consumed at this time. Participants will 
return home with a “blessing” or food in a besek.
For slametan	associated	with	religion,	specifically	when	a	death	has	occurred,	a	
tahlilan (1,000 day slametan) takes place. This is held after Isak or evening prayers, 
around 19:30 p.m. The purpose of tahlilan, in the case of a funerary ceremony, is 
to pray for the spirit of the deceased. After all of the participants have gathered, the 
tahlilan will begin with the distribution of treats in the form of a cup of hot sweet 
tea and a small box or plate of food (peanuts, boiled bananas, bread and so on). 
Food is usually distributed in stages, from those closest to the village elders and then 
to the other participants. Sinoman (young people), who have prepared everything 
in the kitchen beforehand, distribute the food to those in attendance. After all the 
participants have received food, they will follow the muezzin in a quick prayer and 
then	begin	eating	the	small	snack.	After	the	participants	have	had	sufficient	time	to	
eat and drink, the muezzin will start the event by having each person recite the tahlil 
to pray for the spirits of the dead. The reading of the tahlil sentence and prayers 
usually	 lasts	 about	 fifty	minutes;	 this	 is	 followed	 by	 all	 participants	 reciting	 the	
tahlilan together. After the closing prayer, the participants will take a short break, 
which is often used as an opportunity to convey announcements to the attendees 
regarding community projects, the weight of new-born babies, the payment of taxes, 
and so forth. Not long afterwards, the sinoman will return to serve the main meal. 
This begins with chicken soup and is followed by rice, which is usually distributed 
in a large woven basket (ceting) which holds about four portions. Spicy chili sauce 
called sambal and prawn crackers are also meted out. After another prayer preceding 
the	meal,	participants	will	 eat	with	gusto.	Once	people	are	finished	eating,	plates	
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and empty glasses are cleared by the sinoman. After the food and drinks have been 
cleaned away, the besek of raw foods to take home are distributed. At approximately 
9:30 or 10:00 p.m. the event is concluded and people begin to depart. The host waits 
near the exit or on the front terrace to give his thanks and farewells to the guests. 
After all the guests have left, the family members and others who helped prepare the 
event have an opportunity to eat. At this point the mats will be put away, the dishes 
washed, and the house returned to its normal daily functions.
In summary, we have seen that the residents of Miri and Sompok are involved in 
a wide range of “non-market” exchanges and contributions of labour and money, both 
communal and reciprocal, symmetrical and asymmetrical. In the absence of formal 
systems of social security, these relationships—while sometimes burdensome—can 
provide important sources of security for the poorer and more vulnerable members 
of the community. It is interesting therefore to see (as we will do in the next chapter) 
what happens to such relationships, and what role they play, in situations where the 
whole community experiences a sudden economic downturn.
4 – 
Sriharjo During the 1998 
Economic Crisis and Nation-
Wide Recession
Economic Crisis in Sriharjo
This chapter discusses Sriharjo villagers’ experiences in facing the 1998 
economic crisis, focusing on the following questions: What were the effects of the 
national economic crisis on socio-economic life at the local level? What happened 
to relationships and mechanisms of social solidarity, reciprocity and patronage? Did 
social solidarity mechanisms provide a social safety net, particularly for the most 
poor and vulnerable households?
The economic, politic, and social aspects of the crisis that hit Indonesia at 
the end of the Soeharto regime have been discussed in many publications (see, for 
instance, Booth, 2002; Brodjonegoro, 2002; Hill, 2003; Firdausy, 2007; White, 
2011). Before the crisis, economists predicted that with its stable socio-economic and 
political foundation under Soeharto as well as its continued economic development, 
Indonesia would become an ‘Asian Tiger’ (Hill, 1996). When the economic crisis 
began affecting other Asian countries in 1997, the Indonesian government remained 
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confident	 in	 the	 state’s	 capacity	 to	 face	 the	 crisis.	 However,	 only	 a	 few	months	
later their predictions were proven wrong. The economic crisis hit Indonesia and 
was immediately followed by social and political crises. The peak of the crisis was 
marked by the fall of the Soeharto regime, which had ruled the country for more than 
three decades (Thee, 2001).
Initially the monetary and economic crisis (which soon came to be known in 
Indonesia as krismon) was only felt on the macro level, but eventually its effects 
spread to the general population, both rural and urban. Although the crisis affected 
all of society in one way or another, at the micro level the effects of the crisis 
varied between rural and urban populations, between regions in Java and on other 
islands, between social groups relying on different commodities and livelihoods, and 
between different social classes. Brojonegoro (2002: 1) indicated that urban areas of 
Java were more strongly affected than rural areas, and that the effects were worse in 
Java than in some other islands which actually experienced an economic boom due 
to the crisis. These different effects were due to the different commodities produced 
by residents. The low foreign exchange rate of the rupiah caused severe economic 
depression in regions that relied on imported goods, whereas regions that produced 
for	 export	 actually	 benefited.	 In	 urban	 areas,	 where	 people	 generally	 consumed	
manufactured goods and relied on imports, residents experienced greater hardships 
than those who lived in rural areas, where people generally consumed local goods. 
Populations outside Java, who also relied on local goods for consumption, were 
not heavily affected by the crisis. For instance, in Bali, Indonesia’s primary tourist 
destination, where transactions were mostly done in foreign currency, people actually 
benefitted	from	the	crisis	(de	Jonge,	1999).	This	was	also	the	case	in	Jepara,	as	the	
central manufacturer of handicrafts and furniture for export. This is why, though 
Jepara	is	in	Java,	its	craftsmen	could	benefit	greatly	from	the	crisis,	at	least	in	the	
initial years (Sukamdi, 2013: 14).
The effects of krismon in rural areas were compounded by the El Niño drought 
that hit several areas of Indonesia, particularly Java. The heat and drought cracked 
the soil and limited the water supplies available for irrigation, causing peasants to 
suffer	crop	failures.	Thus,	rural	areas	were	affected	in	two	stages:	first,	through	the	
natural phenomenon of drought, and second, through the economic crisis. We have 
already seen in the previous chapter how rural livelihoods in villages like Sriharjo 
are intimately linked to the urban economy. These conditions negate any assumption 
that rural Java was able to rely on subsistence economy and therefore unaffected by 
the	1998	economic	crisis	and	rapid	inflation.
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In Yogyakarta, the combination of drought and economic crisis made many 
residents suffer either crop failure (for those in the farming sector) or job loss (for 
those in non-farming sectors). The stagnant economic conditions, coupled with the 
low agricultural yields, destroyed some sources of livelihood and depleted others. 
Despite this, conditions for peasants were still better than in some previous crises, as 
farm production, though low, could provide food for daily consumption and prices 
were favourable if there was any surplus for sale. White (2011: 65-82), comparing 
the	crises	of	the	1930s	and	1960s	with	the	crisis	of	1998,	finds	that	the	latter	crisis	
was different both in degree and societal implications.
In urban Yogyakarta, aside from a rise in the prices of basic commodities, the 
1998 economic crisis was also marked by the abrupt termination of various industrial 
activities and development projects, as well as the cessation of construction of 
buildings	and	other	public	facilities	such	as	bank	offices.	As	such,	several	areas	of	the	
city which had been bustling with construction projects that could absorb numerous 
rural workers suddenly stopped. Prior to the crisis, certain areas of Yogyakarta were 
the centre of major construction projects, including Gejayan, Sudirman, and Solo 
Streets. These projects had created high demand for construction workers, but when 
they suddenly and completely stopped the convoys of rural workers heading to the 
construction sites in Yogyakarta by bicycle or motorcycle also stopped. The usually 
crowded streets in the areas surrounding Yogyakarta—Bantul in the south, Klaten 
in the east, and Godean in the west—became quiet. The loss of jobs coupled with 
a rise in prices meant that the crisis affected people living in rural areas who were 
previously unaffected by the crisis.
The crisis took longer to affect Sriharjo, something attributable to the village 
residents’ management of multiple income sources. As we have seen in the previous 
chapter, the residents of Sriharjo did not rely on a single source of income, but 
combined non-farming activities in the city with farming or farm labour in their 
village. Though the crisis had greatly affected the national economy by mid-1997, 
by early 1998 Sriharjo was only barely affected. Residents continued their social and 
economic lives as normal; the matter of losing non-farming income from the city was 
not considered an urgent one. Conversations around the village were still dominated 
by small talk and gossip. Housewives, while looking after their children, spent most 
of their days chatting under the trees about imported telenovelas which were being 
popularly screened on television. One of Sriharjo residents’ favourite telenovelas was 
Maria Mercedes which depicts the life of a poor village woman who is successful in 
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pursuing her dreams. The series was so popular, especially among housewives, that 
it hypnotized them and affected their daily lives. The character of Maria Mercedes 
became an idol, a role model for urban and suburban women. Teenage girls and 
women emulated their idol’s actions and fashion, inspiring manufacturers to produce 
accessories and clothes in the style of Maria Mercedes; these became the most sold 
items in Yogyakarta’s Beringharjo Market. Despite mirroring the foreign design, 
these clothes and accessories remained affordable because they were made with low 
quality materials. During the early stages of the crisis, women could still afford to 
buy Maria Mercedes accessories and clothes and showed them off to their friends, 
making the accessories and clothes the topics of daily conversations.
At	first,	the	residents	of	Sriharjo	heard	about	the	crisis	and	its	effects	on	urban	
areas, particularly Jakarta, through discussions on the radio and television. News on 
the economic crisis in the mass media somehow failed to catch the attention of the 
residents of the village, particularly the housewives, who were far more interested 
in watching telenovela than economic and political news which they did not quite 
understand. The residents’ attention was only drawn when the crisis developed into 
a social and political one, marked by demonstrations urging President Soeharto to 
resign. The men and youth of Sriharjo gradually paid greater attention to the crisis 
occurring in Jakarta and the political crisis at national level. Housewives were 
less interested until it became clear that the price of basic commodities was rising 
drastically.
The media focused mostly on the escalating situation in Jakarta. Students held 
numerous demonstrations which would later draw the participation of the general 
population. Likewise, the situation in major cities such as Bandung, Yogyakarta, 
Makassar, Medan and Solo was gradually escalating. As the political situation in 
Jakarta led to the resignation of several members of Soeharto’s cabinet, the attention 
of	the	residents	of	Sriharjo	was	finally	aroused.	The	news	on	the	radio	and	television,	
as well as in the newspapers, never stopped covering the demonstrations and 
President	Soeharto’s	condition.	Seeing	 the	respected	figure	of	President	Soeharto,	
who had once carried himself with smiles and great dignity on television, beginning 
to look older and downtrodden aroused their curiosity.
One Sunday evening, when I was watching television with a night watcher 
(peronda malam), I asked my neighbour—who was a teacher at Sriharjo Elementary 
School—about Soeharto. He said, “In my opinion, the president is very strong. It 
is impossible to force his resignation as president only through demonstrations by 
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intellectuals.” “Pak Harto is a great and kind person”, he continued. Indeed, Soeharto’s 
image was still very strong in many places, including in Sriharjo. It seemed very 
unlikely at that time that he would step down. Similar statements were made by some 
important	village	figures.	Most	of	the	village	chief’s	staff	agreed	that	it	was	unlikely	
that Soeharto would give up to the intellectuals’ demands. Another informant, who 
was	also	a	village	official,	commented,	“It’s	a	shame	how	the	students	have	treated	
President Soeharto, as if they don’t respect the elderly.” He was sorry for what the 
intellectuals rudely did and said on television. When I asked another neighbour, 
who worked as a labourer, he said, “A common person like me, I don’t really know 
or care about the situation in Jakarta. What’s more important for me is that basic 
commodities	are	affordable	and	it’s	easy	to	find	work.”	Meanwhile,	when	I	asked	
the same thing to some housewives, they claimed not to know much about politics, 
commenting, “Politics is men’s business, not ours.” One explained, “For us, what is 
more important is that basic commodities are affordable.” Though Idrus (2003: 153) 
states that village women’s reluctance to participate openly in politics is not a new 
phenomenon in rural areas, women do participate in politics, albeit in a different way 
than men. For instance, they might express political opinions with their husband at 
home.	Women	of	the	upper	strata	of	society	are	also	known	to	influence	women’s	
organizations in the village to vote for a particular candidate.
As the economic situation worsened, the situation deteriorated in Yogyakarta. 
Student movements began spawning on numerous university campuses. They 
routinely held demonstrations throughout the city, generally in strategic spots, such 
as the intersection near IAIN Sunan Kalijaga (Sunan Kalijaga State Islamic Institute) 
and the roundabout close to Universitas Gadjah Mada. Students from different 
backgrounds united themselves to force Soeharto’s resignation. Meetings were 
held at almost every faculty of Universitas Gadjah Mada to discuss the economic 
downturn the nation was undergoing. As the economy became worse, large-scale 
demonstrations demanding Soeharto’s resignation followed at many universities 
in Yogyakarta. This peaked with a demonstration on 8 May 1998 which was held 
simultaneously by student activists from several Yogyakarta universities. At that 
time, a student named Mozes was shot and killed on Gejayan Street.29 His death did 
not discourage demonstrations, but gave students’ greater passion to continue.
29 In memoriam of the student, the street where he was killed (located near Atma Jaya and Sanata Dharma 
Universities) has been renamed Mozes Gatotkaca Street. 
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Students	became	more	confident	after	Sri	Sultan	Hamengku	Buwono	X	openly	
provided them with support and protection, even going to campuses to directly meet 
with demonstrating students. However, he forbade any acts of violence. His statement 
was, in part, a response to the burning and rioting against the ethnic Chinese in 
Solo,	a	city	some	60	kilometres	from	Yogyakarta.	The	Sultan	firmly	warned	against	
any acts of violence like those which were occurring in Solo, and his words were 
respected: the security personnel and general population of Yogyakarta supported 
and obeyed the Sultan’s order.
On 20 May 1998, Pisowanan Agung (a grand meeting between the Sultan and 
his people) was held to commemorate the unity of the people of Yogyakarta and 
their king, the Sultan. Afterwards, the Sultan accompanied demonstrators on a march 
towards	the	office	of	the	People’s	Representative	Council	of	the	Special	Region	of	
Yogyakarta (DPRD DIY), with a petition declaring that the people of Yogyakarta 
demanded Soeharto’s resignation as the President of Indonesia. The DPRD then 
forwarded this petition to the central People’s Representative Council (DPR RI) in 
Jakarta.
The Sultan’s role in the Pisowanan Agung and his participation in the march 
made the people of Yogyakarta and the general Indonesian populace proud of him. 
The	ceremony	itself	had	two	important	meanings	for	the	people	of	Yogyakarta:	first,	
it was a great trial where the people of Yogyakarta could voice their complaints 
(wadul) to their king, such as their concerns about the detrimental economic, social, 
and political situation. Second, the Sultan, who also served as the governor of the 
Special Region of Yogyakarta, obeyed the constitution, which stipulates that the 
replacement of Indonesia’s leader must be conducted through parliament (the DPRD 
and DPR). As such, this meeting became the Sultan’s reason to go to the DPRD DIY 
and voice his people’s demand that Soeharto resign as president.
Not long afterwards, on 21 May 1998, Soeharto declared his resignation. On 
the one hand, the public was enthusiastic about efforts the toppling of the Soeharto 
regime, but on the other they were still afraid of the consequences, especially since 
Soeharto, at that time, was still backed by the military. As such, the residents of 
Yogyakarta avoided going out at night unless it was urgent. The city, which was 
ordinarily	 filled	 with	 gudeg (Javanese traditional food made of young jackfruit) 
sellers and angkringan (wheeled food stalls selling food), became silent at night. 
Very few food sellers opened their stalls; most preferred to close early. Though the 
local authority did not issue a curfew, people were afraid that looting and arson 
would occur, as it had in Solo and Jakarta.
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Despite the high emotions and demonstrations occurring in the city of 
Yogyakarta, only some 30 kilometres away in Sriharjo the situation seemed as quiet 
and peaceful as ever. Residents still conducted their activities as normal. However, 
they were growing restless. Men discussed politics during night patrol. Women 
were more interested in discussing the economic situation, especially the increasing 
price of basic commodities. From early to mid-1998, the price of basic commodities 
gradually increased. Rice, initially Rp 300 per kilogram increased to Rp 600 and later 
Rp 1,000 per kilogram. This was also the case with other everyday needs, such as 
sugar,	flour,	noodles,	tempeh,	tofu,	and	baby	milk.	Apart	from	the	rise	in	price,	stocks	
began dwindling. One of my neighbours, who owned a shop, complained about the 
limited number of wares coming from the city. Peddlers who used to sell their wares 
by minibus began limiting their sales in Sriharjo. I often witnessed debates between 
suppliers and shopkeepers regarding this limited stock. The suppliers argued that the 
price of goods continued to rise, while stocks continued to dwindle; as such, they 
also had to limit their sales. If shopkeepers tried to bribe suppliers with money, they 
would refuse. This made suppliers ill tempered. Shopkeepers, meanwhile, had to limit 
their orders of other items such as children’s snacks, due to the falling demand. They 
told suppliers that they still had much stock on hand of these products; consumers 
had ceased to buy snacks because they could no longer afford them. Shopkeepers 
began to identify changing consumer needs as well as the availability of supplies 
from	the	city.	During	the	crisis,	people	focused	more	on	fulfilling	their	essential	and	
primary needs, prioritizing the “nine basic commodities” (sembako), including rice, 
sugar, and cooking oil, as they decreased their consumption of secondary needs such 
as clothes and snacks.
Worries regarding the increased prices were mostly felt by the women of 
Sriharjo. Prices rose almost every day, leading to confusion among sellers and 
buyers. This condition was exacerbated by the fact that suppliers no longer allowed 
credit. Shop owners in Sriharjo were normally allowed a two to three-week deferral 
on their payments. During the crisis, however, shop owners had to pay for their 
wares in cash. One shop owner said that, during the crisis, shop owners had to double 
or triple their investment just to keep their businesses alive. “You have to make 
adjustments,” said Mbak Inah, a shop owner in Miri. “I have to double the price of 
certain items, such as children’s and babies’ needs.”
This sometimes led to gossip, for instance, that the shop owner was cheating 
others to get rich quickly. Although Javanese people are generally held to maintain 
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politeness in their behaviour and words (Geertz, 1961: 87), customers sometimes 
engaged in a sort of mild mockery, uttered between customers or even directly to 
the	 shop	 owners.	 This	 sometimes	 led	 to	 conflict	 between	 shop	 owners	 and	 their	
customers, who also happened to be their neighbours. The customers, who no longer 
had a good relationship with the shop owners, would then shop elsewhere.
The rising prices were not limited to items brought from the city; goods for 
daily consumption also increased in price. Tempeh and tofu pieces got smaller, while 
their price became more expensive. This was due to the increased cost of soy, the 
main ingredient of tempeh and tofu, which was mainly imported. Consumers of 
these products, such as housewives, began complaining about these small portion 
sizes. “It is as thin as a razor blade,” one housewife commented. The same situation 
could also be found in other small food stalls in Sriharjo. Unpleasant interactions 
between sellers and customers often happened due to price hikes. For instance, a 
serving of rice with vegetables, fried egg, and a piece of tempeh that initially cost 
Rp 1,000 increased to Rp 1,500 or even more. Food stall owners had to be patient in 
explaining the reason behind the increasing price. “The rise in food prices is because 
of the rise of ingredient prices,” explained one seller to a customer. Mbak Ida—the 
owner of a food stall selling nasi rames and pecel—said:
“There are barely any customers. Lately, I’ve lost a lot of customers. Normally, in the 
afternoon like this, my place is so full with customers that they have to queue to get seats. 
Now, as you can see, there are barely any customers. I have to throw away the leftover food 
that isn’t sold. Now I have to reduce the amount of rice I cook. Usually, I cook around 10 
to 20 kilograms of rice a day. These days, 6 kilograms is the maximum. Besides, people 
now tend to consume rice with only a few side dishes. In the past, they’d order various side 
dishes with their rice. Now, they only order vegetable soup or curry with tempeh or tofu”.
One	of	the	greatest	impacts	of	rapid	price	inflation	was	the	increased	price	of	
baby formula; almost every household with a baby struggled under the increased 
prices. The price of a 500 gram box of baby formula, which previously cost Rp 
6,000, increased more than four-fold to Rp 25,000. As a result, housewives tried to 
stop buying milk for their babies. They also reduced consumption of other products 
whose prices has risen less dramatically, such as sugar, tea, coffee, and soap.
Though the crisis had an impact on every aspect of Sriharjo residents’ daily 
lives, it did not cause hunger. This is because the villagers were already used to getting 
their basic needs from the surrounding environment. Even the landless households 
who had no farm produce to fall back on survived through their access to derep jobs 
outside the village. An interesting contrast could be seen between Sompok and Miri 
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in terms of the crisis’ impact. Sompok, which is located in the hills, was more reliant 
on farming, making them more resilient when facing the crisis than Miri, which 
was located in the valley and had a more urban lifestyle. As it was more remote and 
rural, Sompok and its residents were less dependent on basic commodities supplied 
from the city. They had their own food, such as gaplek (dried cassava) and gabah 
(unhusked rice). In the kitchen of each household, they had a large box to store 
gabah and gaplek for daily consumption. On the other hand, the residents of Miri, 
who	live	in	a	valley	filled	with	fertile	farm	lands,	were	more	strongly	affected	by	the	
crisis—despite good rice production—due to their habits and lifestyle. Those who 
had farms tended to sell their crops immediately and, as a result, they did not have 
reserve stocks at home. For daily consumption, they relied on rice that they could 
purchase at the village shops. For instance, Mbak Wati, the wife of a peasant with 
0.015	hectares	of	rice	fields,	still	had	to	buy	rice	every	day	to	cook.	In	the	harvest	
time, her family usually sold their unhusked rice rather than store it at home. Mbak 
Wati explained, “It is easier to sell the rice in gabah form. We do not need to dry and 
husk it. It is more practical to just buy rice every day.” Few households kept more 
than a few days’ supply of rice at home.
The	crisis	situation	was	also	the	topic	of	discussion	in	the	Sriharjo	village	office.	
In	a	formal	meeting	of	the	village	and	hamlet	officials,	the	head	of	Miri	complained	
about his people’s condition. He stated that several households were struggling to 
fulfil	their	consumption	needs.	The	head	of	Kedung	Miri,	which	was	located	next	to	
Sompok, was also present at the discussion. He said:
“In my hamlet, there is no problem with the crisis. This is because all households store 
gabah. We are always very careful with our gabah consumption. Unless it’s urgent, we 
never husk the stored gabah.	Though	we	don’t	have	rice	fields,	because	we	live	in	a	dry	
area, we actually have more rice stored than the people of Miri. This is because most of the 
people in this village are harvest workers (buruh derep)”.
Thus, people who lived in the dry, hilly areas appeared more resilient to the 
crisis than those who lived in fertile areas. This indicates that the effects of the crisis 
varied even within the same village, the more ‘developed’ hamlets and households 
proving to be the most vulnerable to external shocks.
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The Social and Economic Impact of the Crisis in Sriharjo
This section consists of three sub-sections. First, I will discuss the socio-
economic impact of the crisis at the household level. I will then discuss on the impact 
of the crisis on agricultural and non-agricultural activities.
Socio-economic impact of the crisis on households
When the economic crisis of 1998 hit urban Indonesia, especially major cities, 
such as Jakarta, Bandung, Surabaya, Semarang, Bogor, and Yogyakarta, the most 
affected sector was construction. This sector was considered a life-saving source 
of income by most residents of rural and suburban areas who left their hometowns 
to work in the city (Sukamdi and Dwiyanto, 1998). Informal sector enterprises, 
such as food stalls, supported and depended on development in urban areas; these 
food vendors had an important role in supplying affordable food to industrial and 
construction workers. However, when the crisis affected urban centres and weakened 
the industrial sector, those who had been construction workers, industrial labourers, 
and food sellers in urban areas began losing their jobs and had to return to their 
hometowns.
In Sriharjo, about three hundred people lost their urban jobs and returned to 
Sriharjo during the crisis. Most workers who returned to Sriharjo had worked in 
garment or other factories in Jakarta, Bogor, Bandung and Tangerang. The remainder 
had been construction workers in Jakarta. Many told their stories. One of them was 
Suci, a female resident of Sompok who had worked in a textile factory in Bandung. 
In a sad tone, she said that she had been laid off by her company, and thus returned 
to Sompok to help her parents with farming. As Suci was the oldest daughter in the 
family, she was generally the one to support her family by paying the school fees of 
her younger siblings. However, she was no longer able to support her family. Every 
afternoon	Suci	carried	water	from	the	Oyo	River	to	water	her	father’s	fields.
Looking at their hamlets of origin, more workers from Miri returned to their 
homes during the economic crisis than those from Sompok. This was related to the 
types of jobs held by migrant workers from these two hamlets. Many migrant workers 
from Miri were factory labourers and construction workers in the city, whereas 
migrant workers from Sompok mostly worked as domestic servants. Consequently, 
most migrant workers from Miri were male while most migrant workers from 
Sompok were female. Only a small number of domestic servants lost their jobs; thus, 
only a small number of people returned to Sompok.
4 –Sriharjo During the 1998 Economic Crisis and Nation-Wide Recession 113
Towards mid-1998, the phrase “going home because of krismon” began to be 
widely used by the residents of Sriharjo to refer to neighbours who had been forced 
to return to the village by the economic downturn. Before the crisis, apart from urgent 
reasons, such as a death or illness in the family, going home was commonly related 
to holidays, such Eid al-Fitr. Homecoming was considered positive and marked with 
cheerful faces and money to be brought home. During the crisis, people returned 
in sadness because they had nothing to bring home. For instance, Pak Rahmat, an 
informant from Miri whose son had worked in Bogor in the marketing division of an 
illegal credit bank (bank plecit) and routinely sent money home, commented that his 
son had not sent him any money for three months. His son said that it had become 
difficult	to	earn	an	income	in	the	city,	and	that	he	had	to	drastically	decrease	his	own	
spending to survive. People of the village, then, began to understand how krismon 
had changed the meaning of “going home” in the village.
In addition to the migrants returning from distant cities, hundreds of other 
workers who had once commuted (nglaju) for work could no longer do so, as work 
opportunities in urban Yogyakarta became drastically limited. Pak Joko, who had 
worked as a construction worker in Yogyakarta and lost his job due to the crisis, 
became a farm labourer near Sriharjo. Owing to the loss of income sourced from 
urban areas, construction work in Sriharjo itself was likewise hindered. One of 
my	 informants,	whose	house	was	 still	 unfinished,	 said	 that	he	had	postponed	 the	
completion of his house because he had lost his job as a construction worker in 
Yogyakarta; he had been using his wages to pay for the construction of his house. 
Several other households also had to postpone plans to renovate their homes due to 
the increased price of construction materials.
As many people were forced to stay in Sriharjo after losing their jobs as 
construction workers in Yogyakarta, there was increased competition for local 
employment. Village residents who could afford to build or repair a house took 
advantage of the situation. Before the crisis, construction workers in the city were 
commonly	 skilled	 workers,	 whereas	 the	 less	 qualified	workers,	 mostly	 the	 older	
ones,	worked	in	the	village.	During	the	crisis,	the	older	and	less	qualified	workers	
had to compete with the more skilled workers. Pak Marjo, a labourer from Miri who 
had often worked in Sriharjo, complained about having fewer opportunities to work 
in construction projects in his own village:
“Nowadays I have fewer opportunities to work in house construction. In the past, I always 
had a job to do, working from one house to another. During this crisis, my neighbours 
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either postponed building houses or hired workers who used to work in the city. Well, it is 
okay. We should share the opportunities”.
No	matter	what	difficulties	he	faced,	Pak Marjo could still accept this condition 
in	 terms	 of	 sharing	 limited	 employment	 opportunities.	 This	 reflects	 how	 some	
village people, like Pak Marjo, could still face the crisis with an attitude of nrimo, a 
Javanese term which is literally means ‘accepting’. In the context of the crisis, nrimo 
meant accepting the economic conditions.
Others took up any work available in the village. A well-known construction 
worker in Miri, who had never taken a break from working in Yogyakarta, told me 
his story:
“I was asked by the foreman to temporarily stop working since the construction project 
on which I usually worked in Yogyakarta was been put on hold. I’d worked there for three 
months, so it was all right. Many of my friends were also been asked to temporarily stop 
working.	Now,	I	go	to	the	fields	until	the	foreman	calls	me	back	for	work”.
Initially, many returnees felt awkward and required some adjustment before 
they could become involved in village activities. One person in Miri, who had just 
returned from Bogor, spent several days wandering aimlessly. He sometimes sat in 
a stall or the night patrol post with the other youths. He romanticized his life in the 
city. Neighbours often asked such new returnees the same questions that they had 
asked in normal times, such as what gifts they had brought for their family and 
when they planned to return to the city. In many cases, family members would invite 
those who had returned from the city to do any available work in the village. Many, 
however,	were	initially	reluctant	to	work	in	the	fields,	choosing	to	simply	stay	and	
work in the vicinity of their houses. As time went by, they gradually participated in 
farming work. This reluctance was also rooted in their discomfort and unfamiliarity 
with farming activities, as they were used to working indoors. Some confessed in 
interviews	that	they	did	not	find	it	enjoyable	to	work	and	stay	in	Sriharjo.	Budi,	a	
resident of Miri, said that living in the village was quite good. He could still work 
and eat. However, he commented that he felt bothered by the fact that he had no 
money	while	working	in	the	village.	He	thus	planned	to	return	to	the	city	to	find	a	
new job, as he stated, “It’s still possible to earn enough to buy food, but life isn’t just 
about food.” A few days later, I heard from neighbours that he had indeed departed 
for the city. His father said, “I don’t know what job he will take in the city. I don’t 
even	know	where	he’s	going,	Bandung	or	Jakarta.	He	said	anywhere	is	fine,	as	long	
as it’s not here.”
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In Miri, people who were not used to eating gaplek gradually introduced it into 
their meals, as the price of rice had reached Rp 2,000 per kilogram, whereas the cost 
of gaplek	rose	from	Rp	200	to	Rp	500.	It	was	difficult	for	adolescents	to	adapt	to	
this eating habit. Some complained that, after consuming gaplek, they promptly got 
hungry, became weak, and thus had less energy to work. One informant even said 
that he felt extremely weak after eating gaplek; he decided to eat rice again, though 
the amount was less than before. “It is better to eat less rice than to eat gaplek,” he 
said. The youths, however, did not mind eating gaplek as a snack if mixed with sugar 
and coconut.
This was not the case for poor people in Sompok who were already familiar 
with the daily consumption of gaplek. Some ate a mixture with more rice than 
gaplek, or the reverse, because they were worried that their stock of gabah would 
not last until the next harvest. Mbah Marjo said “the mixture of rice and gaplek is 
very tasty. Eating only rice makes my stomach upset and I quickly become hungry.” 
A young informant I met during the night watch in Sompok said the same thing. “It 
is better to eat rice mixed with gaplek. Besides making the meal taste better, our rice 
can last longer.”
Reduction in food consumption was not just related to staple foods. One young 
man complained that his mother had reduced the use of sugar and tea. “Drinking tea 
is already a luxury in my family”, he said. This was also the case with cigarettes. 
Smokers reduced not only the amount, but also the quality of cigarettes, shifting 
from expensive brands, such as Gudang Garam, Djarum, and Bentoel (which now 
cost Rp 4,000) to cheaper brands such as Sukun, Pentul, Kerbau, Naga, etc (Rp 1,500 
per pack).
In mid-1998, the terms krisis (crisis) and krismon (monetary crisis) became 
popular among the villagers. Though they did not fully understand the meaning of 
these terms, people began to use them in everyday life to refer to the conditions 
they faced, particularly the rising price of basic commodities in the market. They 
would sometimes interchange the term krismon with the term moneter (monetary). 
For example, two housewives in Miri met in a store. One asked the other why her son 
had come home. The other, then, answered that her son, Eko, had already been home 
for a week and was going to stay longer because he had lost his factory job because 
of moneter. Upon hearing the term moneter, her peer immediately understood. In 
this context, the term moneter was not understood in its technical economic sense, 
but as a reference to conditions in which people lost their jobs in the city and had to 
return to their hometowns.
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The terms krisis and moneter—both	 adapted	 from	 foreign	 terms—were	first	
widely used by people in Miri before being adopted by people in Sompok. The use 
of the term moneter was often marked by anger and annoyance at the rising prices 
of their basic needs. In fact, whenever a problem was too complicated to explain, 
they would say “moneter” and smile half-heartedly. This was also the case when 
guests came to their homes. If the host could only serve a glass of water or plain 
tea, he or she would apologize while saying, “We are sorry, we can only serve this 
due to the moneter,” with a bitter smile of embarrassment. Mbah Sus, who worked 
as a barber, stated “Sorry, we cannot serve tea anymore due to the moneter,” with 
an embarrassed smile. This was also the case with Pak Modin of Sompok. He said, 
“Life these days is rough. Everything is expensive (muni), even drinking tea. You 
must calculate expenses because the price of sugar has increased unbelievably.”
No household was free of the effects of the crisis. Nevertheless, like most 
members of rural society, residents tended to not problematize the crisis situation too 
dramatically. Generally, the residents of Sompok expressed that they were not really 
affected by the crisis because they could still afford food. If rice was not an option 
for a meal, they could diversify with tiwul (a	staple	made	by	steaming	cassava	flour).	
Side dishes were not very problematic either. When the price of tempeh reached Rp 
100 per piece, they stopped buying it. They instead ate their rice with vegetables and 
sambel (chili sauce). This simple menu was enough for them. For the poor people of 
Sompok, tempeh was already a type of luxurious food. Having experienced a series 
of crises throughout the years, they felt that this crisis was just a minor hardship. 
Mbah Suto, for example, stated:
“Under the Dutch, and even worse during the period of the Japanese occupation, the 
situation was worse. We could barely eat. All of our rice and cassava reserves, even our 
cattle, were taken by the Japanese. We could only eat the stems of banana trees as our 
vegetables, or coconuts and any other vegetables we happened to come by. We struggled 
just to eat every day and avoid hunger. We ate tiwul only once, at most, every day, and that 
was tiwul of the worst quality, with a very bitter taste”.
Perceptions of the crisis varied as well. Not everyone in Sriharjo considered 
1998 to be a time of crisis. There were differences, for example, between the 
younger and older generations. The younger generation in both Miri and Sompok 
considered the situation one of crisis because they had had no experience with crisis 
in the past, though the feeling of crisis was stronger for the youths of Miri, where 
living standards were higher than in Sompok. For the older generation in both Miri 
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and Sompok, these conditions were still considered normal, requiring no special 
attention.
For	the	older	generation	in	Sompok,	a	true	crisis	was	identified	with	hunger,	
when larang pangan (food scarcity) occurred. However, when daily consumption 
could	 still	 be	 fulfilled,	 the	 situation	 was	 not	 considered	 one	 of	 crisis.	 The	 older	
generation’s understanding of crisis was due to their previous crisis experiences. 
They had experienced at least four periods of hunger/food scarcity: (1) the Great 
Depression in the 1930s; (2) the Japanese occupation of 1942–1945, when the 
Japanese army took everything from the people including rice, cassava, and even 
cattle; (3) the revolution of 1945–1950, when everybody was busy defending the 
country’s independence and had no time to think about farming and crops; and, 
finally,	(4)	the	end	of	the	Old	Order	and	the	beginning	of	the	New	Order	(around	
1965), when they had to to eat horse feed, beras tekad (a mixture of cassava, beans, 
and corn), banana stems, and poisonous tuber crops that were processed to remove 
the poison (Mubyarto, 1999: 3). The younger generation, in contrast, had grown up 
in the relatively stable New Order, making them unaccustomed to hardship. As such, 
the slightest turbulence in their life was enough to make them feel miserable and 
stressed. For them, a crisis was not only about hunger or the lack of food, but also 
limited access to their other consumption needs (Kutanegara, 1998b). Thus, they 
considered 1998 to be a time of crisis.
Another point to differentiate the older and younger generation in Sriharjo was 
how they expressed their feeling about the crisis and how they dealt with them. 
Younger people were more open in expressing their feelings about the crisis, whereas 
the older generation was more reluctant to do so. The latter considered every problem 
to be part of a self-improvement process (nenep). For them, living a hard life was 
nothing unusual, and thus had to be accepted (nrimo). Mbah Kumi, aged 70, stated:
”The older and younger generation are different. For the older generation, who is used to 
living a hard life, the crisis is nothing. We can still eat. We can access food staples, even 
if the prices are increasing. For our children, who are used to living an easy life, a little 
hardship in accessing what they are used to will be considered a crisis. For us, a crisis is 
when we are not able to eat at all. For them, it is about not being able to eat what they are 
used to”.
Perceptions of the crisis also varied between those who worked in farming 
and non-farming activities. Peasants, despite recognizing the problems brought on 
by krismon, did not have as many complaints as those who worked in non-farm 
sectors such as labourers, becak (pedicab) drivers, and bakso (meatball soup) sellers. 
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For peasants, though the price of fertiliser and farming equipment had increased 
significantly,	this	was	balanced	by	the	increased	prices	of	their	products.
The impact of the crisis on farming
During the crisis, as explained above, peasants faced a combination of rising 
prices of farm inputs (fertiliser and pesticide) and the El Niño drought. The unusually 
long dry season meant less water debit in the Opak and Oyo Rivers. Very little 
water could reach Sriharjo, and as a result there were frequent quarrels over the 
distribution	 of	 these	 water	 resources.	 Though	 the	 village	 office	 had	 regulated	 a	
policy of alternating water allocation, in practice, there was always someone who 
tried to steal water allocated for the peasants downstream. The peasants downstream 
had to stand guard when their turn came to ensure that no one was stealing their share 
of water. One night, when I followed my informant to guard the channel, I found the 
field	to	be	crowded.	When	a	certain	area	got	its	turn	to	receive	the	water	quota,	the	
peasants of that area had to cooperate with each other in groups. Firstly, about three 
to	five	people	were	tasked	with	guarding	the	water	gate	upstream.	Normally,	those	
in charge were the physically bulky and intimidating peasants. The toughest guarded 
the headwaters, some guarded the stream, others patrolled the stream to ensure that 
the	water	flowed	to	its	destination,	and	finally	some	were	tasked	with	distributing	the	
water once it reached their area. This took a whole night to complete. During times 
of water scarcity, each area was allocated one turn in three days. Due to the limited 
amount	of	water,	the	rice	could	not	grow	optimally.	The	fields	became	infested	with	
weeds due to the lack of water, and crop yields were low.
Crops were also infested by pests, such as stem borers (hama wereng). This was 
also related to the unaffordability of pesticides due to the collapse of the rupiah’s 
value. Some peasants could not do anything while others attempted to use traditional 
home brews made of locally-available herbs to ward off pests. Pak Muhadi explained, 
“I cannot afford pesticides at this high price. That’s why I have tried to use roots and 
leaves of jenu (a wild plant traditionally used as pesticide) to exterminate the worms 
that are disturbing my crops. The result is not as good as manufactured pesticide, 
but	it	is	cheaper”.	However,	as	the	ingredients	were	difficult	to	find	and	the	process	
was time-consuming, many peasants were unwilling to make traditional pesticides. 
As one informant confessed, “I’m too lazy to use the local herbal mixture. The 
ingredients	are	really	hard	to	find	because	I	have	to	go	up	the	hill.	The	process	also	
takes a long time and the result is never certain.”
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Fortunately, during the crisis, though crop yields declined, the price of farm 
crops	increased	significantly.	The	(consumer)	price	of	rice	rose	from	Rp	800	to	Rp	
2,500 per kilogram, whereas the price of cassava increased from Rp 200 to Rp 800. 
This was also the case for corn and tobacco. Despite small farm sizes, all harvested 
crops were sold. Fruits and vegetables obtained higher prices as well. For instance, 
the price of bananas increased from Rp 7,000 to Rp 20,000 per kilogram, and 
coconuts went from Rp 300 to Rp 2,000 each.
Unfortunately, the additional income from fruits and vegetables was limited 
owing to changing perceptions of the function of planting a garden in one’s yard, 
particularly in Miri. According to Penny and Ginting (1984), fruit and vegetable 
gardens provided more than half of the income of each household in Miri during the 
1970s. This had changed by the end of the New Order. People interpreted the massive 
campaign for a clean and healthy environment to mean limited plants around the 
house. Pak Supardi, a peasant in Miri, commented on this:
“In the 1960s, there were numerous of plants growing in our yards, such as coconuts, 
bananas, bamboo, and other perennials (tanaman keras). Every part of such plant (fruits, 
leaves, branches, etc.) could be used or sold. Coconuts used to be a primary source of 
income for this village. Nowadays, there are only few coconut trees left”.
The collapse of many non-farm job opportunities led many people to attempt 
to gain access to farm land. Hardly any residents could afford to buy farm land, and 
thus outright purchase was rare. A more common practice was a yearly instalment 
system, locally termed as sewa tahunan or beli tahunan (purchase or rental by the 
year). The case of Pak Wasino illustrates the sewa tahunan system. Aged 62, Pak 
Warsito	was	a	 retired	government	worker	 from	 the	Office	of	Religious	Affairs	 in	
Imogiri District. When he retired, he started to intensively manage his inherited rice 
fields,	covering	1,000	square	meters.	However,	as	his	farm	was	so	small,	when	he	
heard	that	there	was	some	land	for	rent	not	far	from	his	paddy	field,	he	visited	the	
owner to make a bargain for sewa tahunan, obtaining 700 square meters of land for 
Rp 2,500,000 per year. Though this rent was quite high, he considered it acceptable 
because the land was of good quality and had both a strategic location near the road 
and good irrigation during both the wet and dry seasons.
Some young villagers also practiced this system, though many failed. This can 
be illustrated by the case of Mas Gandung, a young man in his 30s, who used to work 
in a car assembly plant in Jakarta, but was laid off and returned to Miri with his wife 
and	child	to	live	with	his	parents.	He	had	received	five	million	rupiah	in	severance	
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compensation,	and	used	three	million	rupiah	to	rent	1,500	square	meters	of	rice	fields	
for	five	years.	However,	two	months	later	he	decided	to	return	to	Jakarta	to	look	for	
work, leaving his wife and child in the village to reduce the expenses.
Another system was locally called iris tanah (literally: slicing up the land). 
Mbah Inem, a 70-year-old widow, lived alone in her house made from woven 
bamboo (gedek). Her husband and child had all passed away many years ago. 
Because she owned no farm land, only a garden of approximately 600 square 
meters, her livelihood depended mostly on the help of her neighbour. Every other 
day, she would go to her neighbour to ask for, for example, rice and/or money for 
her daily needs. Everything she received was considered a debt, which she repaid by 
transferring ownership of some of her land. As time went by, almost half of her land 
had been given to her neighbour. Though this method of transaction was not legally 
sanctioned, villagers acknowledged that the ownership of the land had gradually 
shifted to Mbah Inem’s ‘benefactor’. This practice of iris tanah was quite common 
among the more vulnerable villagers.
The impact of the crisis on farm and non-farm employment
Of the returned construction workers, those who had previously worked in the 
paddy	field	 spent	much	of	 their	 time	 in	 the	fields,	 sometimes	helping	neighbours	
with hoeing, weeding and harvesting, and thus earning a small amount of money 
in return. Those without farm experience would spend their time (mengisi waktu 
luang)	at	home,	doing	whatever	possible,	such	as	fixing	cattle	pens,	leaky	roofs,	or	
other	parts	of	the	house.	Others	spent	their	time	fishing	in	the	river,	shooting	birds	
or civet cats (musang) at night, or selling birds and chickens. However, many of 
the young unmarried returnees were idle, joining the night patrol (ronda malam) 
and sleeping in the morning. Where a patrol of seven or eight people was formerly 
considered	sufficient,	the	numbers	were	now	often	twice	as	many.	The	guard	post	
moved from one house to another, where the members were served coffee and fried 
yams, bananas, or other snacks, and cheap local cigarettes. For young returnees, this 
was a way to get free coffee, snacks, and cigarettes. Badun, for instance, an 18-year-
old who used to be a construction worker, joined the patrol almost every evening. 
Around 9 or 10 in the evening, he would leave home wearing a sarong and a rumpled 
jacket,	wielding	a	flashlight,	and	armed	with	sickle	to	a	house	where	his	peers	were	
waiting. Around 11, coffee and snacks would be provided by the host, followed by 
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cigarettes—mostly cheap and illegal brands.30 Only those who were state, private 
officials,	or	industrial	workers	could	afford	to	buy	legal	cigarettes.	
Though most people were suffering from the crisis, a few people who had 
permanent jobs and had been preparing to build or renovate their homes carried out 
their plans and employed a limited number of construction workers to do the work. 
One of them was Kang Yanto, a construction worker from Miri whose work was 
renowned for its quality. During the crisis he always had a job, even when his friends 
were unemployed. He explained:
”I am lucky because I have a boss who hired me a long time ago. I usually work on private 
buildings, like houses, rather than at the construction sites of large building. That is why, 
when jobs disappeared from construction sites, it did not affect me”.
Derep (harvest workers)
As explained earlier, Sriharjo (particularly Sompok) commonly supplied buruh 
derep or penderep (harvest workers who were paid in not cash, but a share of the dry 
unhusked rice) to Bantul and surrounding areas. Derep had become less common in 
Miri and the western part of Sriharjo as a result of increased jobs in non-agricultural 
sectors in the cities; residents there now consider the work to be of lower social 
status. However, for the people of Sompok and other eastern hamlets, derep had 
remained a major source of employment. For them, getting rice was more important 
than earning money. Working as buruh derep, both locally and in distant areas, such 
as Kulon Progo and Purworejo, enabled them to get a supply of good quality rice.
Before	 the	 crisis,	 forty	 to	 fifty	 penderep (both male and female) travelled 
about	fifty	kilometres	 from	the	village	 to,	 for	example,	Purworejo.	This	 took	 two	
to three hours by bicycle. The buruh derep took their equipment (such as sickles, 
sacks, scales, and a manually-operated thresher) and stayed there for one to two 
months, moving from one area to another. They usually spent the nights at the house 
of the penebas (wholesale trader), sleeping on thin mats. They frequently started 
working	very	early,	at	around	6	o’clock	 in	 the	morning,	and	sometimes	finish	no	
earlier than 7 o’clock in the evening. They would bring each day’s harvest with 
them when returning to the shelter. They usually continued working until the harvest 
was completed, even in bad weather. They were generally able to harvest 1–1.5 
30 During the crisis, local cigarette brands (Jeruk, Kerbau, Randu, etc.) were illegally produced by home industries. 
Packages were made similar to the packages of legal cigarette, yet with a very cheap price. To compare, a pack 
of legal cigarettes, such as Djarum or Gudang Garam could cost up to Rp 4,000, whereas illegal cigarettes only 
cost Rp 500 per box. 
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tons of unhusked rice grain, thus receiving a share (bawon) of about 150 kilograms. 
The ratio used to calculate the bawon ranged from 1:9 to 1:10, depending on their 
agreement	with	field	owners	and	the	equipment	they	provided.	If	workers	provided	
all of the necessary equipment, they received a share of 1:9, whereas a share of 1:10 
was given when equipment was provided by the penebas.
Owing to increased competition for harvesting work during the crisis, the 
penderep had fewer work opportunities and they could only stay in Purworejo for 
two to three weeks. It turned out that, besides the penderep from Sompok, there 
were also workers from other areas, such as Magelang and Sleman, as well as local 
penderep. Mas Sarno mentioned that:
“Derep is now very saddening. Besides having only a shorter working period, up to two 
weeks, and lower income, there is competition in terms of wages. Penebas used to give 
a 9:1 share. Now they’ve changed it to 11:1. This means that for every 9 kilograms of 
unhusked rice harvested, the workers used to get 1 kilogram. Thus, during the crisis, for 
every 11 kilograms they harvest, the workers only get 1 kilogram. I am tired of searching 
for areas for derep. Those penebas said that they have hired local penderep, so that they do 
not need to provide accommodation for them. Besides, their rate is relatively lower than 
that of people from Sompok”.
This quote indicates three aspects which contributed to lower earnings: fewer 
work days, lower harvest shares, and competition with local penderep.
Non-farm activities
Small scale industries were very limited during the 1998 economic crisis. Some 
small scale industries could be found in the western part of the village; for instance, 
krupuk (crackers) were produced in Gondosuli Hamlet, and peyek kacang (peanut 
brittle) and nata de coco (jelly made from fermented coconut water) were produced 
in	Pelemadu	Hamlet.	In	the	eastern	area,	the	most	significant	small	scale	industry	
was the production of charcoal.
At	the	time	of	 the	crisis	 there	were	only	five	palm	sugar	producers	active	in	
Miri. This was caused by a decrease in the number of available coconut trees, as 
well as a lack of men willing to climb the trees to collect air nira (the sap collected 
from	 the	 efflorescence).	Compared	 to	 the	beginning	of	 the	New	Order,	when	 the	
production of coconut sugar dominated the hamlet’s non-farm activities (Penny and 
Singarimbun, 1973), towards the end of the New Order such activities had become 
less common. Men preferred working at construction sites in the cities over climbing 
coconut trees to collect air nira.
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During the 1998 crisis, the surviving coconut sugar industry was seriously 
affected by the high price of cane sugar, one of the ingredients in making palm 
sugar. To produce ten kilograms of palm sugar, four kilograms of cane sugar is 
added because it helps increase the amount of product and accelerate coagulation. 
Pak Sunar, whose job was climbing coconut trees to collect air nira, had to climb 
fourteen trees a day to be able to produce about ten kilograms of palm sugar. He 
stated	 that	 his	 profits	 decreased	during	 the	 crisis,	 especially	 because	 of	 the	 steep	
increase in the price of cane sugar; he could not raise the price of his coconut sugar 
because nobody would buy it.
Other non-farm activities that could still help families earn a livelihood in Miri 
were knitting and embroidery. These activities were initiated by Bu Tim (who lived 
in	western	Miri)	who	(at	first)	knitted	her	products	by	herself	and	sold	 them	to	a	
supplier in Imogiri. After running this business for two years, she became acquainted 
with an employee of an export company located on Parangtritis Road, about twenty 
kilometres from Sriharjo. Seeing the quality of Bu Tim’s product, this employee 
placed an order for knitted bags, made from 750 kilograms of thread, for export. Bu 
Tim hired 150 women from Sriharjo. Every person made bags from one kilogram 
of thread every day, earning between Rp 3,000 and Rp 5,000 per day (depending on 
their productivity). This money was very useful during the crisis, equivalent to two 
kilograms of rice per day. During the crisis many housewives were busy knitting 
bags throughout the day. They would usually sit in groups under a tree, looking after 
their children while knitting to make bags. In some houses, women would gather to 
do the job while listening to the radio and gossiping over the latest rumours.
The Crisis: Outsiders’ Responses and Insiders’ Strategies
This discussion is divided into two parts, based on how different agents 
responded to the economic crisis. I will begin with “outsiders”: the Indonesian 
Government (whose support ranged from food security, job opportunities, small 
to medium enterprises, to health and educational programs) and other concerned 
organizations (who provided varied support from paket sembako to cash donations). 
This will be followed by a discussion on the strategies applied by the “insiders”, the 
residents of Sriharjo.
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Outsiders’ responses: the role of the government
During the three decades of the New Order regime, crises in Indonesia mainly 
involved	 natural	 disasters	 limited	 to	 specific	 locations,	 such	 as	 floods,	 drought,	
earthquakes, harvest failures, etc. The nation-wide monetary crisis in 1998 was 
quite different and there was no anticipation or even immediate response from the 
government, not until some six months after the onset of crisis. This experience has, 
perhaps, provided the Indonesian Government with a valuable lesson regarding the 
management and response to crises, particularly regarding the need to increase the 
resilience of the poor and vulnerable groups.
The	first	government	program	to	help	poor	people	was	intended	to	support	food	
security. This was initiated in mid-1998 through free basic commodity packages 
(paket sembako, sembako meaning sembilan bahan pokok ‘nine basic commodities 
package’, namely rice, sago and corn , sugar, vegetables and fruits, meat (beef, 
chicken	and	fish),	cooking	oil	and	margarine,	milk,	eggs,	kerosene	or	gas	and	salt)	
which were distributed irregularly to residents. Though the name of the program 
indicates nine basic commodities, in practice, these packages only included three. A 
normal paket sembako would consist of two kilograms of rice, half a litre of cooking 
oil, and two packages of noodles per household. This amount was only enough to 
aid survival for around two days, but residents were very enthusiastic about this 
program.
To decide the number of packages to distribute, the government used the poverty 
statistics from the BKKBN (National Family Planning Coordinating Agency), using 
household conditions as an indicator. These criteria, commonly used to carry out the 
family	 planning	 programme,	 classified	 households	 into	 five	 groups	 (as	 explained	
earlier	 in	 Chapter	 1):	 (1)	 underprivileged	 families	 1	 who	 could	 not	 fulfil	 their	
minimum basic needs; (2) underprivileged families 2 who could provide their basic 
necessities such as clothes, housing, food, and basic health care; (3) underprivileged 
families	3	who	could	not	only	fulfil	their	basic	physical	needs,	but	also	invest	in	their	
personal	advancement;	(4)	privileged	families	1	who	could	fulfil	their	basic	physical	
needs as well as psychological and social needs, could invest in their personal 
advancement, but were not involved in social activities; and (5) privileged families 
2	who	could	fulfil	all	their	needs	and	were	actively	involved	in	social	activities.	The	
distribution of the paket sembako at the village level was primarily targeted at the 
first	group,	the	“underprivileged	families	1”.	The	second	group	would	follow	after	
the paket sembako	were	fully	distributed	to	the	first.
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In	practice,	however,	 this	caused	a	problem,	as	 the	classifications	used	were	
incompatible with the existing situation in the village. A total of 633 households of 
the 2,077 households in Sriharjo received paket sembako, including 33 of Miri’s 167 
households and 49 of Sompok’s 184 households. At the same time, the residents of 
Sompok also received 75 packages of sembako from an NGO in Yogyakarta City. 
As such, if both are taken together, most households in Sompok received aid. All 
of the poor households in Sompok received this aid, except non-poor households, 
civil	servants	and	village	officials	whose	economic	conditions	were	relatively	better.	
According	 to	 the	 head	 of	 Sompok,	 civil	 servants	 and	 local	 government	 officials	
were	not	given	this	aid	because	they	had	a	monthly	salary	and	village	officials	were	
provided with land to cultivate as a recompense of salary.
When I observed the distribution of the free paket sembako, I could see that 
people were enthusiastic. Housewives looked happy when queueing to receive the 
sembako package. They brought their children with them and sat in the yard of the 
hamlet head. The yard was quite small, so they had to wait along the narrow street in 
front of the hamlet head’s house. Expressions of happiness and cheerfulness among 
housewives were heard, making the hamlet head’s house as crowded as a lively 
traditional market. Meanwhile, the persons in charge of the distribution, helped by a 
government	official,	were	busy	calling	names	and	handing	out	the	sembako packages 
in plastic bags. The distribution started at around 10 a.m. and ended at around 1 p.m. 
The distributors, who had appeared to enjoy their task, then had a lunch— served by 
the hamlet head’s wife—of rice, spicy vegetables and a slice of tempeh. The hamlet 
head and the sembako distributor were both glad that the government had provided 
such	aid,	knowing	 it	was	very	 significant	 for	people	 in	Sompok.	They	knew	 that	
some people had reserved unhusked rice, obtained from their hard work as penderep, 
but they would be very careful in using their rice to anticipate the harsh dry season. 
Receiving a paket sembako was helpful, even if it only lasted for a couple of days. 
This	was	confirmed	by	a	housewife,	Bu Sarmi, who expressed her feeling about how 
happy she was to get free paket sembako and how luxurious the package was. She 
stated:
”I am happy to receive the package from the government. There is rice, cooking oil, and 
noodles. The quality of the oil is very good and the package is also good. I have never been 
able to afford such cooking oil, and I usually only buy a small package”.
The packages were commonly described with the phrase: penyambung hidup, 
or sustaining life.
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In the afternoon, paket sembako were also distributed in Miri, at the hamlet 
head’s house. The number of the packages distributed was only 26, which were 
divided among two administrative units (RW), Miri Kulon and Miri Wetan. Each 
unit received thirteen packages for thirteen households, distributed by the hamlet 
head and his wife, assisted by the chairperson of the PKK (Family Welfare Fostering 
Organisation) of Miri. Because the number of paket sembako was very limited, 
the hamlet head was confused about who should receive the package. As such, he 
discussed the issue with the head of the administrative unit. The hamlet head (Pak 
Dukuh), said:
“I got confused and got a headache. The number of packages was very limited. I didn’t 
know how to decide who deserved to receive it. That was why I trusted the selection to 
the neighbourhood heads. I said it was up to them who deserved to receive the package 
because there were only thirteen packages. They were not sure what to do, either. Finally, 
after some discussion, we prioritized the very poor, widows, or old widowers who could 
not work anymore and did not have any family member to take care of them”.
Though they ultimately gave the paket sembako to the very poor, widows, or 
jobless and helpless old widowers, there were still more unemployed people who 
needed the packages.
These problems of distribution were also faced in other parts of Sriharjo. 
People living in the eastern areas of the village were considered poorer than those 
in the western areas. As such, the aid distribution was focused on poorer hamlets, 
such as Pengkol, Sompok, and Kedung Miri. In normal conditions, this would be 
understandable. However, during the crisis, the neighbourhoods in the valley, despite 
their more fertile land, suffered worse. The poverty criteria, based on the BKKBN 
classifications,	were	incompatible	with	the	real	conditions	of	the	crisis.
Protests were raised by those who did not receive paket sembako because 
almost every household needed help during the crisis. The government had never 
properly explained the BKKBN criteria used to determine eligibility. Neither the 
local	government	nor	 the	village	officials	understood	 these	criteria,	and	 thus	 they	
simply executed the instructions given by district (kabupaten) government. This 
caused disappointment, followed by demonstrations almost all over Sriharjo and 
demands that paket sembako be given to every household.
While the head of Sompok felt relatively safe because almost more than half 
of his residents received free paket sembako, the head of Miri, Pak Dukuh became 
the object of mockery during the demonstrations. Residents—especially the youth—
went to the village head’s house demanding an explanation of the criteria used to 
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determine who would receive aid. Pak Dukuh explained that the supply was very 
limited, and thus not all residents could receive the packages; they were only 
distributed	to	those	who	were	extremely	needy.	The	residents	were	not	satisfied	and	
accused	him	for	taking	the	aid	for	his	own	benefit.	Finally,	Pak Dukuh said: “If you 
don’t	believe	me,	let’s	go	to	the	village	office	together	and	you	can	check.	We	can	
go there tomorrow afternoon.” This challenge calmed them because they could see 
how Pak Dukuh intended to solve the problem of free sembako. The following day, 
they	went	to	the	village	office	of	Sriharjo.	It	turned	out	that	the	demonstrators	had	
communicated this matter to people from other neighbourhoods who experienced 
similar problems. As the result, a demonstration took place on the day. Demonstrators 
who	were	present	at	the	village	office	of	Sriharjo	in	the	afternoon	shouted	loudly:	
“Resign! Resign!” and “If you cannot solve this problem properly, we will have a 
bigger demonstration”. One demonstrator asked loudly:
”Let’s make them step down! What are they doing? You have got land to cultivate as a 
substitute for your monthly salary (tanah bengkok), but you are not capable of working. 
It’s not fair. Why don’t you give the aid to all of us?”
They thought the village head had not worked seriously in distributing the aid. 
Some demonstrators from another village loudly declared:
”You (village head) cannot differentiate the poor (wong miskin) from the wealthy (wong 
nduwe). You only gave the aid to those who are close to you. It is not fair”.
Everyone could feel the tension that evening. The village head, Pak Manun, 
tried to give an explanation on the decision that the government had made very 
carefully. He explained:
”The	criteria	of	poverty	was	made	by	the	BKKBN,	and	the	office	was	only	in	charge	of	
distribution. There is no corruption in this distribution. The instructions were given by our 
superiors. I have just followed those instructions. The sembako had to be distributed to 
those whose names were on the list”.
The	situation	became	a	bit	quiet	afterwards	and	they	finally	reached	an	agreement	
that the mechanism of aid distribution to poor households would be revised, and that, 
since everyone experienced the crisis, aid would be distributed to every household.
At this phase of the crisis, particularly a few days before Soeharto’s fall, when 
many people were suddenly faced with unemployment and soaring prices, aid such 
as the paket sembako was of considerable value. The demonstration shows that 
residents were already aware of transparency issues in the days before Soeharto’s 
resignation. The demonstrations that took place in various cities in Indonesia inspired 
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young people in Sriharjo to confront the government’s top-down policy, which they 
consider inappropriate. This made local government more careful in managing 
subsequent support programmes.
The free paket sembako was only distributed once. This programme was soon 
replaced by the distribution of cheap rice for poor people (raskin, an abbreviation 
of beras miskin). A package of ten kilograms of rice was provided each month in 
exchange for Rp 1,000 per kilogram, half of the market price. Raskin was also 
distributed to those considered poor according to the BKKBN criteria. Half of the 
households living in Sriharjo received this raskin, but some civil servants and local 
government	officials	refused.	This	programme	has	continued	until	2015.
Another effort by the government to respond to the unemployment crisis was to 
create jobs. The government re-instated an older employment generation programme 
called padat karya (labour intensive public works) to provide work and income to the 
unemployed. This programme was executed by the Department of Labour. Sriharjo 
was allocated to supply 120 people, divided into 6 groups. Each person earned Rp 
5,000	per	day	for	a	five-hour	work	day.	The	budget	allocated	for	this	program	was	
Rp 26,750,000, which was divided into Rp 20,000,000 for paying the workers and 
the remainder for tools and other necessities. As such, this programme offered 800 
person-days of work. Everyone had the opportunity to participate and each hamlet 
allowed the formation of two to three groups. This activity was quite interesting for 
some residents who enthusiastically joined the programme. Finally, each hamlet had 
to take turns based on the period of the distribution of the fund. Those who joined the 
programme were mostly young men. As one said, “It’s not bad, Sir. I worked for a 
short	time,	and	was	paid	five	thousand	rupiah.	The	work	assigned	is	not	really	clear.”
However, the programme was not well planned, and gave the impression that 
the government intended to simply give them money rather than have them contribute 
to a public works project. The regional government likewise did not know what it 
had to do with the programme. On one occasion, I asked the village head about it, 
and he said, “I don’t know. The superiors did not give me a clear explanation. They 
just ordered us to spend all the money, but we could not give it for free.” As a result, 
the programme involved activities like cleaning ditches, levelling roads, and other 
make-work activities which were not always important to the villagers.
Another programme to help people deal with the crisis was one in which the 
government distributed funds to support small-scale industry in Sriharjo. Generally, 
those who were eligible for this programme were those who were capable of running 
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a business, had owned a small-to-medium enterprise, and were housewives. These 
people generally ran businesses which produced crackers, peanut brittle, tempeh 
brittle, and various kinds of snacks.
However, many complained. It was suspected that those who received these 
grants were people with previous connections to the organisers. According to Bu 
Sinah, a housewife in Miri, the grants were shared among PKK organisers who each 
received Rp 100,000. The aim was to develop their entrepreneurial skills; they did 
not already run a business. The grant was thus used to teach them how to open a 
small scale business producing snacks such as tempeh brittle, banana brittle, and 
peanut brittle. These women learned from neighbours who had already developed 
similar small-scale businesses.
The government provided free health treatment and distributed milk and other 
food supplements for children. It implemented this programme by sending doctors 
and paramedics to rural areas. This programme was, however, conducted only 
once,	as	there	were	no	clear	instructions	from	public	health	office.	This	programme	
was mainly meant to check patients’ health (e.g. blood pressure), to give standard 
medication and treatments (i.e. paracetamol, vitamins). Many people, especially 
those who lived in Sompok, gladly accepted this program. They enthusiastically 
went to the village head’s house, to have a check-up. One informant, Mbah Umar, 
said: “It is good if this program can be done more frequently. When we are sick, 
we don’t have to go to the health centre”. During the crisis, people focused their 
expenditures more on food and basic daily needs. As such, spending on health care 
was something luxurious, making the prospect of free health care very welcome.
There was also a special programme for children which involved the weighing 
of infants and provision of supplementary food such as cereal made of wheat and 
milk. This program was conducted at a health volunteer’s house where we could 
see mothers and their children gathered. Children played, laughed and cried while 
their mothers chatted. However, none of the children wanted to eat the cereal or 
drink the milk. One mother got angry to her child because her child spat the food 
out. After a number of unsuccessful attempts to placate the child, she pinched her 
child on the thigh and left. The child, of course, cried even more loudly. This child 
was not the only one. To test the taste of the food and drink, one mother tasted them. 
She spontaneously said, “It tastes bad. It is plain. That is why children did not like 
them”. Indeed, children were not familiar with cereal and milk, as they had never had 
consumed such food or drink.
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Aid provided for education, consisting of books and stationery, was distributed 
directly to schools. Each student received two writing books and a pencil. Though 
children were happy to receive these free books and stationary, they did not really 
want them. They wanted toys and/or pocket money, so they could have fun. One 
morning I saw a child ask for pocket money before going to school. Since his father 
had no money, the child did not want to go to school. His father got angry and 
scolded him. This was an everyday phenomenon during the crisis. Though school 
participation was very low, the teachers were not concerned with students’ attendance 
records, as a school teacher in Sompok, Pak Dul, said:
“It	 is	difficult	 to	make	children	 to	attend	classes	 regularly.	They	have	a	 lot	of	excuses,	
such	as	getting	sick	or	having	to	help	their	fathers	in	the	field.	However,	if	observed	more	
closely, they are just lazy. I’ve asked some children. They said they didn’t want to go to 
school because their parents don’t buy toys for them or give them pocket money. It needs 
a special approach to handle this kind of children”.
This indicates the crisis’ impact on children’s day-to-day life. They may have 
easily become sick or weak because of lack of nutrition, or they may have had to 
help their parents. In such situations, studying was not a necessity, and thus books 
and pencils were not relevant. Teachers understood this situation and could not force 
students to attend school, let alone study. Though teachers realised that students 
needed	a	specific	approach	to	handle	the	problem,	there	was	nothing	they	could	do.
Another government programme was related to reforestation, under the 
Department of Agriculture and Forestry. This programme targeted individual 
households which owned land and offered them 25 sengon (Albizia), mahogany, and 
teak seedlings, as well as Rp 50,000 of compensation for tree planting. Although the 
aim	of	this	programme	was	reforestation,	it	was	more	beneficial	to	land	owners.	Land	
owners as we have seen earlier only comprised one fourth of the total households 
in Sompok, leaving the landless relatively untouched by the program. Landless 
households were aware of this, and some complained that those who owned land got 
double privileges, receiving both seedlings and cash.
Apart from targeting individuals, the programme also targeted the Sultan’s 
Ground (located in Sompok). The reforestation programme on the Sultan’s Ground 
was done by all Sompok residents (including the landless) as part of a padat karya 
programme. Each worker earned Rp 5,000 a day for planting trees. The residents of 
Sompok were enthusiastic about this programme, as it provided the opportunity for 
the landless to participate.
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The outsiders: religious organizations and other institutions
During the crisis, people also received donations from various social and 
religious organizations. Most of the donations was in form of free paket sembako, 
free health treatment, and supplementary food. Religious organizations, such as 
Muhammadiyah and NU, distributed free paket sembako in hamlets where many of 
their members resided. For example, in Miri Kulon, free paket sembako were given 
by NU, while in Miri Wetan free paket sembako were distributed by Muhammadiyah. 
Catholic organizations only distributed donations to people of their faith, whereas 
Buddhist organizations did not specify target villages. They brought free paket 
sembako	to	the	village	government	office,	allowing	their	distribution	to	each	hamlet.	
Each hamlet received twenty to thirty packages. Poor households in each hamlet were 
entitled to one free paket sembako, according to the number of packages available.
Free paket sembako were also given by some educational institutions (from 
elementary to senior high schools as well as universities). These frequently 
consisted of rice, sugar, and cooking oil. Aid in form of cash money was given by 
Agroekonomika Foundation. Each hamlet received Rp 1,000,000. Housewives used 
the money to invest in PKK savings and loan programmes in each village.
The insiders’ response: household strategies to survive
Faced with the hardships of krismon, households used various strategies to 
survive. “Pokoke sing penting mubeng (the most important thing is that you keep on 
trying)”, one said. One strategy used in Sriharjo was minimizing household expenses 
and maximising the use of household labour rather than hired labour.
Poor households minimized almost all of their household expenses, but 
concentrated on their expenses for basic consumption, especially food. As Pak 
Umar said “sing penting iso mangan, mangan ya sak anane, ora usah neka-neka apa 
maneh enak-enakan (what’s more important is that we can eat, just eat whatever is 
available and not expect fancy food).
For the staple food, as explained earlier, rice consumption was reduced and 
replaced with cassava (gaplek/tiwul) or corn. For example, in the morning residents 
would eat tiwul or corn (whichever was available), while for lunch or dinner they 
would consume rice. At other times they mixed tiwul and rice or corn and rice, 
serving it along with spicy vegetables or clear vegetable soup. Tempeh and tofu were 
already considered luxury foods, let alone meat. To limit the use of cooking oil, fried 
food was avoided. Consumption of coffee and tea were also reduced. Snacks were 
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made of local ingredients, such as steamed cassava, boiled peanuts, and the like, so 
villagers did not have to buy them.
Although Miri and Sompok were rural areas, they depended greatly on various 
goods from outside the village. This was particularly true of Miri, which depended 
on factory and purchased goods which were sold in the nearby kiosks or small shops. 
It was common to see women crowded around the neighbourhood kiosks to buy 
rice, vegetables, and more expensive ingredients, such as tofu, tempeh, eggs, and 
chicken in the morning. Those who owned their own rice farms sold their harvests to 
wholesale rice traders, as they needed money to meet household needs and pay their 
children’s tuition fees and their own debts.
This was different from the situation in Sompok. Residents were more subsistence 
oriented and considered kiosks or small shops to be places to buy manufactured 
goods that villagers could not produce by themselves. Households, both rich and 
poor, stored unhusked rice and cassava in their kitchens. People rarely bought rice, 
cassava or vegetables for daily consumption. Most relied on the vegetables produced 
in	their	own	gardens,	fields,	or	in	the	forests	on	the	hill	slopes	and	their	dependence	
on outside products was more limited.
However, during the crisis, the stalls and small shops in both hamlets were 
important as villagers could buy goods on an instalment basis. Customers limited 
their purchases to the very basic commodities, such as rice, vegetables, sugar, 
and tea. For people in Sompok, instalments were made on sugar, tea, soap, and 
sometimes cigarettes for men. As a survival strategy, people bought less and paid 
at an indeterminate time. Regarding this, Mbah Nah a stall owner in Sompok, 
complained:
“Managing	a	stall	during	the	crisis	is	difficult.	The	price	of	goods	increases	a	lot.	Besides,	
when I go to the market to buy things, I have to spend more money, and it has to be cash. 
On the other hand, my stocks are dwindling. You can see that there are only a small number 
of goods in my stall, as compared to before the crisis. Moreover, now everyone pays for 
goods in instalments, but I don’t know when they are going to pay me. It really gives me 
a headache”.
Such conditions were experienced by stall owners in both Miri and Sompok. 
Many complained about dwindling stocks and customers’ increased tendency to pay 
for products in instalments. Under normal circumstances, debts with stall owners 
were	common	and	quickly	settled.	In	this	context,	however,	there	was	a	significant	
difference between Miri and Sompok in terms of how people paid off their debts. In 
Miri, people were mostly construction workers, so they generally paid their debts on 
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a weekly basis—on Saturday evening, after they received their wages. As such, on 
Saturday	evenings	the	kiosks	were	filled	with	people	paying	their	debts.	In	Sompok,	
however, most people were peasants and therefore paid their debt in relation to the 
harvest; payment often took the form of crops.
Those who had lost their jobs bought goods at the stalls on an instalment basis 
while hoping to soon get a new job and pay their debts. Unfortunately, these people 
were	frequently	unable	to	find	new	jobs;	as	a	result,	their	debts	at	the	stalls	increased	
over time. Stall owners were also under pressure from wholesalers at Imogiri Market 
concerning their payments. Regarding this situation, Mbak Kasti, a stall owner in 
Miri, said:
“How can I avoid bankruptcy? The prices of the goods we buy keep increasing. When we 
sell the goods at the earlier prices, we cannot afford the new prices of the goods. Even if 
we can afford them, the availability is limited. Besides, customers’ debts are piling up. 
They cannot pay directly, in cash, anymore. I sometimes mention their debt sarcastically 
in conversation, hoping that they’ll soon pay their debts, but still they cannot. I have no 
more money to invest in goods. The wholesalers and the sellers at Imogiri Market tell us 
to pay in cash. So, we have less and less money for investment. As you can see, there are 
fewer and fewer goods displayed in this stall. I cannot afford to continue like I did before 
the crisis”.
During the crisis, some stalls in Miri and Sompok displayed fewer wares. Some 
shopkeepers even had to close their stalls because they could not afford to buy wares 
since their customers (who were also their neighbours) did not pay their debts.
Another household survival strategy was maximizing household labour. For 
example, under normal circumstances, those who joined derep outside the village 
were older residents; youth preferred to work in the city. However, the economic 
crisis forced the youth to also work as penderep. Every day, these penderep could 
produce	between	eight	and	fifteen	kilograms	of	unhusked	rice	to	bring	home.	After	
working	for	about	two	weeks,	they	arrived	home	in	groups,	riding	a	truck	filled	with	
unhusked rice, bicycles, and workers. But, as explained above, the quantity of rice 
received was less in 1998 than in the previous years, as they faced heavy competition 
from people originating from many different areas in Central Java (Kebumen, 
Gunung Kidul, and Klaten).
Selling unhusked rice (gabah) was another strategy the people would carry 
out. This was mainly motivated by the rational calculation of trading gabah with 
cassava	flour	to	make	tiwul,	because	the	price	of	cassava	flour	was	cheaper	than	that	
of	rice.	This	meant	that	they	could	save	more	by	buying	cassava	flour	than	by	saving	
gabah. This strategy was mainly implemented by the older generation in Sompok. 
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The younger generation in Sompok also applied this strategy, but not on a daily 
basis. The people of Miri, meanwhile, were not used to eating tiwul as a replacement 
for rice. For them, tiwul was a snack that they would only eat on certain occasions.
As mentioned in Chapter 3, this economic crisis was exacerbated by the long 
dry season (El Niño). This caused grazing areas to dry out, which in turn, forced 
villagers who raised animals to buy food (corn and rice stalks) for their animals. This 
means that households had to bear additional expenses. To overcome this problem, 
many households sold their animals, both to reduce their expenses and to buy gabah 
for the future.
Social Solidarity During the Crisis
Communal/collective labour (gotong royong)
Mutual aid activities for the community’s joint interests increased during the 
crisis. This can be attributed to the higher number of residents of Sriharjo who were 
unable to work outside the village during the crisis, allowing them to be approached 
to help build or repair public infrastructure facilities. For example, during the crisis, 
the neighbouring hamlets of Sompok and Wunut received forty barrels of asphalt 
from the Bantul District Government. According to the head of Sompok, this had 
been authorized by the government a year before the crisis. The villagers even felt 
thankful because, though they did not have any jobs outside the village, they could 
work with other village residents. They collected sand, pebbles, and stones to make 
the foundation for paved roads. Together they strengthened the road structure and 
began asphalting. Every day, people from different neighbourhoods took turns in 
carrying out this job. They were very enthusiastic, often not waiting until it was their 
turn to begin working. They continued working without heeding the schedule nor 
considering how much time had passed. They were pleased with the programme. 
Pak Warto, from RT (neighbourhood) 2, stated:
”Even when it was not my turn to participate in this programme, I usually came 
to	work	with	them.	I	am	happy	that	the	streets	are	finally	paved.	I	never	imagined	that	
the streets in this village could be paved like the main road in Mojohuro. That’s why 
we never think about how much energy we have spent for this. The most important 
thing is that it can be done quickly, so we can ride our bikes more comfortably”.
The enthusiasm could also be seen from Mbah Nah, a 65-year-old widow. She 
looked	enthusiastic	while	carrying	sand	and	stones	to	fix	the	village	streets.
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”Indeed, I am not quite strong enough to carry sand and stones like his, but I have no 
choice because I don’t have anyone to take my place. My neighbour said that I could pay 
some money for a substitute. I was asked to pay Rp 5,000 a day. Unfortunately, I don’t 
have	the	money.	I	don’t	even	have	enough	money	to	fulfil	my	own	needs,	let	alone	to	pay	
for the substitute. Besides that, I’m happy that I can participate in this programme together 
with my friends. Seeing that the street is now smooth, all my tiredness is gone”.
Those who could not join because they were too old to do the job gave aid 
in another form, such as a kettle of tea for the voluntary workers or adding to the 
preparations of the head of the neighbourhood association (ketua RT).
On another occasion, the residents of Sompok conducted commmunal gotong 
royong work by repairing the residential roads located along the hills. These roads 
had not been repaired in several years and many of the stones had come loose. One 
day, the head of the hamlet called for the heads of RT 1 through 4 so that all residents 
would work together and address the issue. They agreed that, after the paved road 
was completed, they would continue by repairing the smaller roads or alleys. On 
Saturday morning they had a mutual aid program. The adult men and youths—even 
the women—were all involved in the work. They carried hoes, sickles, and other 
tools to work over the stones and ensure that the road was both broader and more 
even. The women who came, aside from participating in the roadwork, would also 
bring boiled yams and peanuts. At approximately 10 a.m., the work was considered 
sufficient,	and	everyone	ate	the	yams	and	peanuts.
Meanwhile,	the	residents	of	Miri,	particularly	those	in	RT	1,	attempted	to	finish	
repairing the village roads and alleys during the crisis. Though they were not able 
to	finish	 them	all,	 the	atmosphere	was	 little	different	 from	 that	of	Sompok.	After	
working together to repair the roads, their spirit of mutual collaboration continued 
as residents repaired and organised the cemetery in Miri Kulon. The graves which 
had originally been scattered randomly were reorganized, with small footpaths in 
between them. As such, the graves became more organised, and it became easier to 
bring in new bodies. This activity was completed between 7:30 and 10:00 a.m. over 
a period of two days. The head of the hamlet, as well as several women from the 
PKK, brought boiled yams and bananas, a sumbangan from a resident who had just 
harvested yams in his orchard in Gunung Kidul. Furthermore, the women from the 
PKK also brought hot tea and some sugar.
Aside from these activities, in Miri gotong royong is also used for building pos 
ronda (watch posts). In addition to the original pos ronda, which was located in the 
centre of the hamlet near the mosque, a new watch post was erected in the western 
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end	of	the	hamlet.	Owing	to	the	limited	finances	available	during	the	crisis,	this	pos 
ronda was	built	with	a	bamboo	frame	for	its	floor,	pillars,	and	roof.	This	bamboo	was	
donated by Pak Paijo who had numerous bamboo plants behind his home. The roof 
was covered with second-hand tiles which were donated by Pak Saimo. They were 
still in good condition as they had been taken from his home before it was demolished 
several months earlier. The nails were donated by Pak Joni, an elementary school 
teacher in Imogiri. The building of this post can be considered spontaneous and 
unplanned, as it had its origins in discussions among the watchmen one night. When 
these watchmen went through the hamlet, they noticed that there was no watch post 
at	the	west	end	of	the	hamlet,	which	was	near	some	rice	fields.
A pos ronda was considered necessary owing to increased thefts in the preceding 
weeks. The worsening economic crisis led to acts of petty theft in which such items 
as food stocks (rice, gaplek, and cassava) were stolen from residents’ homes. Some 
residents	 had	 even	 lost	 the	 nearly-ripe	 bananas	 from	 their	 gardens.	 In	 the	 fields,	
residents began to lose their harvests, including long beans, cassava leaves, and 
bananas. Such increases in theft led to more intensive security patrols, both in the 
fields	and	in	the	village	proper.	Having	a	guard	post	in	the	western	end	of	the	hamlet,	
near	the	fields,	would	thus	allow	residents	to	watch	both	the	village	and	the	fields.
Residents ultimately agreed to begin building a guard post on Sunday morning. 
About twenty of the men, both youths and adults, began felling the bamboo, cutting 
it to proper sizes with their saws, and shaving it with their knives. Others began to 
collect the tiles from Pak Saimo’s house. Still others cleaned and prepared the area 
where the post would be built. Residents began work at 08:00 and, at 11:30, took a 
break	to	eat	lunch	at	their	own	homes.	After	lunch	they	returned	to	the	site	to	finish	
work. At about 15:00, the pos ronda had been completed and was ready for use. This 
instance of gotong royong did not only involve the men; women also participated 
in carrying the bamboo and clearing the waste. Furthermore, some of the women 
brought kettles of hot tea and boiled snacks (cassava, peanuts, and bananas). The 
evening after the pos ronda was completed, some youths sat there chatting, and 
that night the post was already used for its intended purpose. One evening, when 
I participated in the night watch, I talked with Mas Oplor (another watchman). He 
said:
”The atmosphere recently has been deeply concerning, because many people have lost 
their things, especially their food. Yes, the things being stolen aren’t all that expensive, 
especially the food like rice, cassava, and the ripening bananas. The price isn’t all that 
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much, but people get angry, furious. That’s why, with this watch post, hopefully people 
who plan on stealing will control themselves and our village will be safe from thieves”.
Gotong royong activities in Sompok also increased during the crisis. Residents 
worked together to repair the path down the Oyo River, in which they usually bathed 
and in which they bathed their cows. This path had been dilapidated for several 
months, and was quite narrow. Furthermore, the stones which had been used for 
foundation had gone missing, and as a result the path became slippery in the rainy 
season. Many local women and children complained about the dangerous conditions 
of the road, as several women and children had slipped and fallen while collecting 
water	from	the	river	for	their	use	at	home	and	in	the	fields.	Some	of	the	residents’	
cows had also slipped while walking this path to the river. As such, after several 
delays the residents of Sompok, particularly those in RT 2 and RT 3 who frequently 
used the path, decided to repair it. On a Thursday at about 09:00, the hamlet’s men, 
old and young, began working. The youngest sought out and collected stones from 
the Oyo Riverbed; waters in the river were shallow owing to the ongoing dry season. 
The stones taken were those that were of no great size, but had sloped faces and 
could thus be used as foundation on the slope. Some of the men began hoeing to 
expand the path and to manage its slope. Afterwards, these men began arranging the 
stones and implanting them into the dirt; no cement was used. At about 12:30 work 
had been completed. Some women brought kettles of hot water and tea (without 
sugar) as well as boiled cassava and corn that they had harvested. The atmosphere 
was a joyous one, full of excitement. The young children could laugh and play with 
their friends, and the older children who were collecting stones often sprayed their 
friends with water. One youth, Mas Sono, stated:
”It’s	difficult,	in	an	atmosphere	like	this,	because	usually	everyone	is	busy	from	morning	
’til	evening.	Usually,	some	of	 the	men	go	to	work	in	the	city	or	 the	sugarcane	fields	as	
labourers. But these few days we’ve all been at home, and so we all agreed to work together 
and repair the path to the river, which has been almost destroyed, especially because it’s 
used as a path for cows. Now the path for the cows has been separated a bit, on the right 
side, and it’s a little lower than the path for people. This way, we hope the path down to and 
up from the river can be maintained”.
Because there was no work in the non-agricultural sector outside the village, 
people had more time. Those who had worked outside the village now had the time to 
support and be supported by their neighbours, be it near the house or in agricultural 
lands. When walking around their hamlet, they would sometimes spontaneously help 
a neighbour if they saw that he was in need of assistance, such as if he was building a 
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fence, repairing a leaky roof, or constructing a chicken coop. They would come and, 
after greeting their neighbour, they would immediately take part in the work being 
done. Keeping in mind that many of them were construction workers, such work 
was the same as they normally did in their everyday lives. Their presence was a clear 
boon to the homeowners who were relieved by the aid. Meanwhile, those who offered 
their	assistance	were	satisfied	because	they	could	help	their	neighbours	complete	the	
work. While working, they would often discuss a variety of things, often because 
they rarely had time to meet or speak otherwise. Afterwards the homeowner would 
usually offer food, drink, and cigarettes, as available. As such, those who helped, 
aside	from	feeling	satisfied	because	they	could	offer	their	assistance,	received	food	
and cigarettes, thus allowing them to reduce their expenses. In times of crisis, when 
jobs were scarce and money tight, the greatest torture for smokers was the inability 
to buy cigarettes. By helping their neighbours, they would at least be able to receive 
a few cigarettes to help them get through the day.
During the crisis, mutual assistance in the agricultural sector developed quickly. 
This	was	influenced	by	the	large	number	of	residents,	particularly	the	men	(old	and	
young), losing their employment outside of the village and thus having to stay at 
home. These people had extensive free time. At the beginning, many of them simply 
stayed at home, doing whatever small tasks were necessary for maintaining their 
homes:	cleaning	their	yards,	repairing	leaky	roofs,	and	fixing	walls,	chicken	coops,	
and duck pens. Ultimately, however, they grew tired of staying at home and began 
helping	their	neighbours	and	family	with	work	around	the	house	and/or	in	the	fields.	
During	 the	crisis,	 some	field	 tasks,	 such	as	hoeing,	planting,	 and	harvesting,	was	
handled by many people. The persons involved were mostly close neighbours or 
family members, or childhood friends. The people who helped with this work almost 
never received money in return. In general, they only received food, drink, and 
cigarettes. However, this only held true for work which only lasted a short period of 
time (such as half a day) and work which was not very demanding. Persons helping 
harvest rice or other crops would receive a percentage, albeit not a large one, of the 
harvest, be it gabah, long beans, cassava, etc. For instance, Kang Imin, aged 30, 
often worked in construction. During the crisis he helped a fellow member of the 
night	watch	hoe	his	fields.
”I’m	 really	 happy	 to	 be	 helping	Madun	 hoe	 his	 fields.	 He’s	 been	my	 friend	 since	we	
were little. We used to go everywhere together. But now, because we are both working 
as construction workers in the city, it’s hard for us to help each other out. Every morning 
we leave for work at our own places and we don’t get home until evening, or even night-
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time. We can only meet at night, especially when it’s our turn to do the night watch. Now, 
because he and I aren’t doing anything because there’s so little work in the city, I can help 
him	work	the	fields.	I’ve	helped	him	hoe	for	two	days	now,	from	morning	until	afternoon.	
It’s not just the two of us; some of our other friends are also involved. We can work easily, 
while ngobrol ngalor ngidul	 (talking	without	 any	 specific	 topic)	with	 our	 friends.	 I’m	
glad to be with my childhood friends again. Especially since we get free food, drinks, and 
cigarettes”.
At the peak of the crisis, mutual assistance increased in the agricultural sector. 
People helped their friends and reduced their burdens. They also had the opportunity 
to receive free food, sweet tea, and cigarettes. Usually, when people helped in the 
fields,	 the	 landowner	would	 provide	 light	 foods	 such	 as	 fried	 tempeh,	 fried	 tofu,	
boiled cassava, and boiled corn as well as heavier meals such as rice (albeit of low 
quality) with sides of spicy vegetables, chili sauce, and fried tempeh or tofu. At 
their homes, people often only had plain rice and chili sauce. By eating elsewhere, 
residents were able to reduce their own expenditures for food at home.
Furthermore, for younger workers and smokers, helping neighbours offered 
the opportunity to receive free cigarettes; it was standard in the village for the hosts 
of mutual assistance activities to provide cigarettes to those who help them. The 
cigarettes provided were generally not the cheapest brands; rather, they were expected 
to be of good quality. As such, the cigarettes provided most frequently not did not 
originate	from	small	factories	which	did	not	have	a	specific	brand.	Rather,	they	came	
from famous companies, such as Djarum, Gudang Garam, Bentoel, etc. During the 
crisis, most smokers in the village were reduced to consuming the cheap cigarettes 
produced by small factories. Mutual assistance was thus considered an opportunity 
for residents to consume good (or at least better) cigarettes. Kang Imin, who would 
often smoke cheap cigarettes which he had rolled himself (tengwe/ngelinting dewe), 
stated:
”It’s	actually	really	good	to	work	and	help	our	neighbours	and	co-workers	in	the	fields,	
because I can get sweet tea, good cigarettes … and it’s free, too. Now I can’t buy the good 
cigarettes. They are all so expensive, especially since I’ve been without work for so long. 
What’s most important for me is the cigarettes. For food, I can take whatever. But for 
cigarettes, I can’t stop, because if I don’t smoke my mouth tastes bitter and my stomach 
growl”.
Another	time,	Bejo	helped	Rohadi,	his	friend,	harvesting	long	beans.	At	first,	he	
did not plan to help his friend. However, as Bejo was sitting by the roadside, Rohadi 
walked past with a basket in hand. After greeting each other and talking, Rohadi 
stated that he had been asked by his father to harvest long beans in the southern 
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part of the village. Because Bejo had no other activities, he ultimately asked if he 
could	help	as	well.	Rohadi	did	not	mind,	and	in	the	end	they	both	went	to	the	fields	
which belonged to Rohadi’s father. For almost three hours they harvested long 
beans. Shortly before mahgrib	prayers	(at	about	17:30)	they	finished	working	and	
brought home the long beans. Rohadi did not give any wages to Bejo, but rather 
a percentage of the long beans, so that Bejo could cook them at his home. While 
harvesting the long beans, Bejo casually asked Rohadi for a cigarette, and soon they 
were harvesting the beans while smoking and chatting. That evening, when I met 
Bejo at the watch post, he said:
”That’s what friends are for. We help each other out. Especially since I don’t have any 
employment right now. I’m really happy to be helping Rohadi harvest the long beans in 
his	fields.	It	helps	me	get	rid	of	my	boredom	after	I’ve	spent	too	much	time	sitting	in	the	
watch post. Aside from chatting and joking around, I can also get long beans for my mother 
at home and free cigarettes”.
The relations established between friends and members of the watch groups 
meant that, when someone required assistance, they would be able to quickly and 
easily	find	it.	This	was	not	just	related	to	major	activities,	but	also	small	ones	which	
required the help of others. Lending things to and borrowing things from each other 
was	common.	If	someone	was	having	difficulty,	his	or	her	friends	would	be	willing	
to	help.	For	instance,	one	night,	Budi	needed	to	irrigate	his	fields	and	keep	an	eye	on	
the	water,	because	the	following	day	the	fields	would	be	ploughed.	Since	his	fields	
were near the cemetery, Budi was unwilling to stand watch over them alone. As such, 
he	went	to	the	watch	post	and	asked	one	of	his	friends,	Plentong,	to	help	him	find	
water and keep watch over it. Plentong was happy, because it gave him something to 
do that evening. The both went to seek water and to keep watch over it until morning. 
Plentong explained the following day:
”Last	night	I	kept	watch	over	the	water	until	morning	with	Budi.	It	turned	out	that	the	fields	
were full of people looking for and watching over water. Everyone wanted to get some 
water, and so it was only quiet again in the morning. Only at about 03:00 could we steal 
water	from	others’	shares	and	take	it	to	Budi’s	fields.	That’s	why	we	stayed	up	all	night	
in	the	fields	and	only	got	back	home	at	05:00.	Since	I’ve	stopped	working	in	the	city,	I’ve	
had trouble sleeping at night. My head feels hot because I’m out of a job and don’t have 
any money. That’s why I often stay up late all night and take part in the night watches, 
going from watch post to watch post. Usually, after I get back from the watch, I can sleep 
until later in the day. That’s why, if someone else is staying up all night with me, I feel so 
happy”.
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This increase in mutual assistance was also evident among the women. The 
ones	who	often	had	difficulty	finding	assistance	for	planting	rice	in	the	fields	were	
easily	able	to	find	helpers	during	the	crisis.	One	reason	for	this	is	the	fact	that	their	
husbands mostly stayed at home during the economic crisis and helped with the 
housework,	such	as	sweeping,	collecting	firewood,	and	even	cooking	meals.	As	a	
result, the women also had more free time, and as a result it was easier for their 
neighbours to ask them to help plant rice. If they did assist their neighbours with 
the planting, they would be given some gabah, depending on the area of the land 
planted.	During	the	crisis,	as	it	became	difficult	to	obtain	money,	the	shift	to	paying	
wages in cash was reverted. Both landowners and workers understood the situation 
and did not expect any cash to be involved. Though remuneration was not given in 
cash, it was still given and expected; it could be a percentage of the harvest taken 
immediately or a percentage of the harvest taken later. Ibu Sumi, a housewife in 
Miri, stated:
”During	 the	 recent	planting	season,	 I	often	helped	people	plant	 rice	 in	 their	fields.	The	
work	at	home	has	been	finished	much	more	quickly,	because	my	husband,	who	is	no	longer	
working in the city, is helping me. Rather than just stay at home in a daze, if a neighbour 
needs someone to help plant rice, I help. Aside from being able to help my neighbour, 
there’s sure to be something for me. It’s normal here in the village. If we help plant rice 
and	aren’t	paid	in	cash,	then,	when	it’s	harvest	time,	we’ll	get	a	bit	of	the	profit	or	a	portion	
of gabah. Usually, if it’s harvest time, the landowners will call for us to join them in the 
harvest. That means I have the opportunity to get some work when the harvest comes. That 
way, I’ll be sure to get a greater portion because I helped both plant and harvest the rice”.
This mutual assistance among women in the agricultural sector was also found 
when other crops, such as chili peppers, peanuts, mung beans, long beans, cassava, 
etc., were planted. Ibu Inah, a housewife from Sompok, also helped her neighbours 
often during the harvest. Among her neighbours, she was considered to be dedicated 
to and diligent in providing assistance to those neighbours who needed it. One time, 
I	met	her	when	a	neighbour	was	harvesting	peanuts	in	the	fields	to	the	south	of	the	
village. She told me:
”Yes,	I	often	help	my	neighbours	harvest	some	non-rice	crops	from	the	fields	and	dry	land.	
Me,	I	don’t	always	help	harvest	in	the	fields	to	get	something	for	me.	Thus	far,	for	helping	
my neighbours I’ve almost never been given money. Usually they just give me some of the 
harvest. If they harvest cassava, I’ll get cassava. If they harvest chili peppers, I’ll get chili 
peppers. It’s the same with the other harvests. It’s almost impossible to predict how much 
of a percentage I’ll get. Everything depends on the landowner. Me, I don’t hope for all that 
much in return. I’m happy to help them. Right now I’m helping harvest peanuts. My goal 
is not just to get some of the peanuts. What’s more important is that I’ll be given some of 
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the waste from the harvest, the stems and leaves of the peanut plants, which I can feed my 
cattle. It’s not bad, Mas. My husband is happy if, after helping a neighbour, we can bring 
back fodder for our cattle”.
The increased intensity of mutual assistance was not limited to the agricultural 
sector. It could also be found around the home and between neighbours. Cleaning 
yards, repairing homes, and building pens for cattle and other domesticated animals 
were done with increased frequency. This, again, can be attributed to the increased 
spare time available to the village men. Before the crisis, nearly all of the men were 
busy working outside the village, and as such the hamlets were nearly empty during 
the day. However, during the crisis many men remained at home, and those who 
were used to working every day became bored with the lack of activity around the 
house. As such, if someone had work to do, friends and neighbours would soon offer 
their assistance.
One man who received much assistance from his neighbours was Pak Toni. 
For a long time, Pak Toni, who worked as a farm labourer, had been planning to 
build permanent walls for his house, which was at the time made of gedek (woven 
bamboo). For this purpose, he had collected building materials—sand—little by 
little from the small ditch near his house. He had also purchased some chalk to mix 
with the sand. For a long time, he worked on his own, using whatever time he did not 
spend	working	the	fields.	He	did	not	have	any	specific	target	date	for	the	completion	
of his wall-making efforts, and he was too shy to ask his neighbours, who mostly 
worked as construction workers in the city, for help. Every morning his neighbours 
would go to work by bicycle and return in the evening. As such, Pak Toni’s work on 
the walls went slowly. During the crisis, some of his neighbours lost their jobs and 
began spending most of their time at home. One day, one of Pak Toni’s neighbours 
saw him working on his walls on his own. Without asking, that neighbour came to 
Pak Toni and immediately took the necessary tools and began to help build the walls. 
Not long afterwards, other neighbours passed by and decided to help as well. In a 
short	period	of	time,	five	neighbours	were	helping	Pak	Toni	finish	the	walls	of	his	
home. They were only given what food he had available and were not paid at all. 
Pak Jarwo, a construction worker whose home was located to the west of Pak Toni’s, 
stated:
”I’ve seen Pak Toni working alone to make the walls for his house a long time. I’ve wanted 
to help, but because I’ve been busy, and the other neighbours who work as labourers 
have been busy every day, it hasn’t come to pass. That’s why, even though I do want to 
help, it hasn’t happened. What’s more, Pak Toni is a shy man. He doesn’t like asking his 
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neighbours for help. Once I asked him, ”Pak Toni, do you want me to help when I’ve got a 
day off?” But Pak Toni said ”No need’, and worked slowly on his home, while still taking 
on farm labour. That’s why I’m so happy to help Pak	Toni	finish	the	walls	of	his	house	
together with his friends. Actually, the work is very simple, as he’s only using cement 
blocks,	and	not	mortaring	them,	and	so	it’s	finished	quickly”.
The holding of arisan (activity of a group of people to collect money or goods 
under the same value to be drawn between them) to help build homes, which emerged 
and found traction before the crisis, likewise became more common, both in Miri 
and in Sompok. Despite the crisis situation, the residents who participated in the 
arisan and were planning to build a home would generally leave some money with 
the construction material shops around Imogiri. They would generally write down 
their goal for leaving this money with the shop; for instance, they would leave a 
certain amount of money to purchase so many sacks of cement, so many bars of steel 
of a certain size, so many kilograms of nails, etc. These construction materials could 
then be taken when they were to be used, pursuant to the records of the shops and 
the residents who had left money with them. By doing so, residents who hoped to 
build a home could collect enough materials without fear of being affected by rising 
prices. During the economic crisis, such a tendency was a considerable burden on the 
construction material shops, as the price of their wares saw a sharp increase. Although 
they	may	have	complained,	they	were	obliged	to	fulfil	the	promises	they	had	made.	
As such, when residents who had left money with them came to collect their building 
materials, the shop owners happily served them. Pak Jono, one resident of Miri who 
had just collected his building materials from a shop in Imogiri, explained:
”I’m very fortunate to take part in these money-saving efforts like my friends before me. 
Saturday evening, after I got my wages for working six days, as I come home from my 
place of work, I left some of my wages at a materials shop in Imogiri to buy cement and 
steel. It’s like saving. Rather than my money all being spent, it’s better to invest it there. 
When I picked up these materials, it turned out that the price of cement and steel increases 
very	rapidly.	At	first	I	was	afraid	that	the	shop	owner	wouldn’t	give	me	as	many	materials	
as I had paid for. But this morning, when I went there, the owner immediately pulled out 
a notebook and ordered one of the staff to take the materials I needed, in accordance with 
the money I had invested. What a kind and friendly person”.
Aside from mutual assistance in labour, during the economic crisis it became 
common to involve one’s friends in other moneymaking efforts. People who had 
certain activities and opportunities would involve their jobless friends, so that the 
profits	could	be	divided	among	 them.	One	such	activity	was	 the	sale	of	antiques,	
such as kris (traditional Javanese knives), gemstones, and items believed to have 
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spiritual powers. Almost every evening, the selling and buying of such objects was a 
topic of conversation at the watch posts. For instance, one evening, Kang Imin, who 
had a number of heirloom kris, had shown a worn, dull kris to Budi and stated that he 
intended to sell it. Kang Imin told Budi that he was only asking for Rp 50,000; if the 
kris fetched a higher price, Budi could keep the remainder. Budi, who had already 
been unemployed for a while, examined the kris and agreed to help. That evening 
the kris was exchanged between Kang Imin and Budi. A few days later, when I met 
Budi, I asked him about the kris. He explained that he had sold the kris two days 
previously:
”I headed out to Yogyakarta City with one of my friends, who was used to selling antiques. 
We offered it from one place to another. Fortunately, in the end the kris was sold for 
Rp 80,000. I divided the proceeds of this sale. I gave Rp 50,000 to Kang Imin, and the 
remainder I split with my friend. I took Rp 20,000 and the rest, Rp. 10,000, I gave to my 
friend. It was pretty good. I didn’t work too hard, but got a good amount of money”.
The increase in antique sales during the crisis offered new work, particularly for 
the youths. Young people went from hamlet to hamlet to buy antiques at a relatively 
low price, taking advantage of the fact that most residents did not understand the true 
value of their belongings. These items were then sold to buyers, most of whom lived 
in Yogyakarta City. As the antique trade became more crowded, a new phenomenon 
emerged: “magically pulling”, or menarik, antique items from the ground. Not all 
residents were believed to have this ability; only the shamans, the dukun and orang 
pinter, were held to have the power. As such, many residents began seeking hallowed 
areas near their homes and attempting to “pull” antiques from the ground.
One dukun who was perceived as having this ability was Kang Gambrig who 
lived in Miri. Before becoming a famous dukun, Kang Gambrig had worked as an 
agricultural	labourer,	sometimes	taking	miscellaneous	tasks,	such	as	fixing	chicken	
coops,	fixing	leaky	roofs,	hoeing	the	fields,	and	sometimes	even	driving	a	pedicab	
(becak) in Yogyakarta City. His home was old and dilapidated, with part of its roof 
made of palm leaves and other parts made of old tiles. The walls were made of 
woven bamboo (gedek) which had holes in places. Since his wife’s death several 
years	previously,	he	had	lived	with	his	15-year-old	son.	This	son	had	only	finished	
elementary school, and owing to the family’s poverty he did not continue his studies. 
For years the family lived in great poverty, eating what they could and wearing 
simple clothing. Often they would only wear shorts and a sarung tied around their 
waists; they almost never wore shirts.
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Aside from sleeping at home, he would sometimes sleep at the watch post or 
practice nenepi (sleeping at a hallowed gravesite) at the Tombs of the Sultans of 
Mataram in Imogiri or at other sacred sites. This practice was intended to allow him 
to	find	tranquillity	amidst	the	burdens	of	life.	Furthermore,	nenepi was also intended 
to ease his access to the spirit world, in the hopes that the graves’ spirits or God 
would show him a way past life’s challenges. According to Kang Gambrig, after 
years of practicing nenepi, on one night he saw a bright light coming from a grave. 
When he approached the grave, he found that this shining light originated from a 
pea-sized stone of brilliant ruby (Merah Delima). He took the stone and put it in his 
pocket. The following day, Kang Gambrig, not knowing the stone’s name or use, 
took it to a famous dukun in Gunung Kidul. This dukun explained the name of the 
stone, its use, and its maintenance. The stone was capable, the dukun said, of treating 
the sick and combating the evil forces which disturbed community members. After 
finding	that	stone,	Kang Gambrig became a dukun in addition to his other work. As 
time passed, he became increasingly well known, and as such many people came to 
him seeking assistance. Aside from treating diseases, he was also believed by the 
local community to be capable of exorcising evil spirits and of “pulling” heirlooms 
and antiques, such as krisses and talismans from the ground.
During the crisis, requests for treatment increased drastically. As such, almost 
every evening Kang Gambrig would go to a patient’s home to provide treatment. 
Usually he would recite some mantras and then soak his ruby in some water, which 
would then be drunk by the patient or rubbed on the patient’s face. Many patients felt 
healed, and as such he became increasingly famous as a skilled dukun. Requests that 
Kang Gambrig “pull” heirlooms from the ground at patients’ homes or sacred sites 
also	increased	significantly.
Where before Kang Gambrig would often go to see patients on his own, riding 
a bicycle, he began inviting his neighbours and poor youths to join him. Almost 
every	evening,	residents	could	see	five	or	six	youths	taking	him	by	motorcycle	to	
see patients. This was intended to provide the youths with food and drink. Generally, 
every time Kang Gambrig provided treatment or took an antique, the homeowner or 
patient would provide an offering of a tumpeng (cone of yellow rice) and a boiled 
chicken served with coconut milk sauce (ayam ingkung). The homeowner or patient 
would also offer snacks and drinks, particularly sweet tea. After Kang Gambrig 
had provided treatment, usually the homeowner or patient would invite him to eat 
the rice and chicken. Such food was also enjoyed by the homeowner and by Kang 
Gambrig’s followers.
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The widespread demand for treatment and for “pulling” antiques and heirlooms 
from the ground led to a drastic transformation in Kang Gambrig’s economic situation. 
Every patient who came to his house for treatment gave him what money they could 
spare. This was usually about Rp 50,000 but could be much more, depending on the 
patient’s area of origin. The further the patients came, the more money received by 
Kang Gambrig. If Kang Gambrig went to the patient’s home, then even more money 
would be given. Owing to his income as a dukun, in a few months—less than a 
year—he had been capable of buying a second-hand motorcycle, repairing his home, 
and	renting	some	rice	fields.	Although	his	own	financial	situation	had	improved,	he	
did not forget his neighbours. Aside from offering donations and aid when village 
development programs were undertaken, Kang Gambrig also involved others in his 
activities. Once, I took Kang	Gambrig	by	motorcycle	to	another	village,	about	five	
kilometres from Miri, where he was to provide treatment; four other motorcycles 
were in our convoy. While we slowly proceeded, he uttered:
”I’ve deliberately asked the young people to join me as I provide treatment and collect 
heirlooms. My goal is to raise their hearts, to make them happy because they can eat 
delicious food, drink sweet tea, and smoke freely. Now almost everyone, especially the 
poor,	cannot	eat	delicious	food.	It’s	hard	to	find	money,	and	everything	is	expensive.	They	
just eat simply, often with nothing but chili paste on the side. By joining me like this, at the 
very least they can eat a portion of rice with some ayam ingkung on the side. That’s why if 
someone	calls	me,	especially	to	take	an	heirloom,	I	always	say	that	first	they	must	prepare	
an offering of rice and ayam ingkung. It’s nothing more than a way to help the youth so 
they can eat good food. I’m grateful to God. Even in these hard times, I’ve been aided in 
finding	my	fortune	through	this	ruby”.
This tendency to eat delicious food after “pulling” antiques and heirloom items 
from	the	ground	was	sufficient	to	interest	several	youths	in	joining	Kang Gambrig 
during his nightly travels. However, the homeowners and patients would not always 
prepare offerings. Sometimes they would only give some money and a pack of 
cigarettes. In such cases, where no food was provided, the money collected would 
be used to buy everyone dinner, or at least the cigarettes would be shared among 
everyone. One night, when I was taking Kang Gambrig to collect some heirlooms, I 
spoke	with	Gendot,	a	poor	young	man	who	had	no	fixed	employment.	While	waiting	
for Kang Gambrig to conduct the ritual, we were sitting rather far away. Gendot said:
”It’s really good to help take Kang Gambrig to get treatment and collect heirlooms. 
Usually we get delicious food, with rice and ayam ingkung. And we’ll get sweet tea and 
good cigarettes too. That’s why, every time Kang Gambrig goes to a patient’s house, a lot 
of young people want to join him”.
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The involvement of youths in these activities was a small-scale show of social 
solidarity during the crisis. Kang Gambrig invited his friends and the youths to 
participate in these activities to provide them with a source of delicious food during 
the crisis. When, in their day-to-day lives, the youths could only afford to live simply, 
eating rice, spicy vegetables, and tempeh, their involvement in the ritual of “pulling” 
antiques and heirlooms offered them an opportunity to eat well. Numerous forms of 
similar social solidarity could be encountered during the crisis.
Another form of social solidarity could be found in the escorting of people 
seeking wealth using spirits known as tuyul. During the crisis, there was an increase 
in the number of people going on pilgrimage to the Imogiri Cemetery and other 
sacred graves. Among their various purposes was the search for wealth. Some of 
these	people	would	attempt	to	find	wealth	by	purchasing	tuyul (spirits, in the form 
of children, who are believed to be capable of stealing others’ money). Usually these 
people would come to sacred places that were believed to be the homes or kingdoms 
of the tuyul.
One such place was located near the Kali Celeng river which lies east of 
Sriharjo. During the crisis, the number of people seeking tuyul increased, and thus 
the unemployed youth took advantage of the situation. Initially, one youth, Kang 
Ming, was asked by a passing man where he could purchase a tuyul. Kang Ming 
took this person to a dukun tuyul in a nearby village. In gratitude, the tuyul seeker 
gave Kang Ming some money. Kang Ming then began actively looking for tuyul 
seekers so that he could take them to the dukun tuyul.	At	first	he	only	stood	watch	in	
front of his house, but eventually he began waiting at the Imogiri bus terminal so he 
could	find	more	people.	At	the	terminal,	he	would	pay	attention	to	the	behaviour	of	
the various people disembarking from the busses. The tuyul seekers, he said, moved 
slightly differently than the other passengers. Aside from looking like foreigners (i.e. 
people from outside the village), they also tended to be furtive in their movements. 
When he found people like that, Kang Ming would approach them and ask where 
they were going. Generally, these tuyul seekers would say that they were going on 
pilgrimage to the Imogiri Cemetery. Only after further discussion would these people 
admit that they were seeking tuyul. Afterwards, Kang Ming would take them by 
motorcycle to the dukun tuyul. In return, Kang Ming was generally given Rp 10,000 
to Rp 20,000. The number of tuyul seekers in a day varied, but they most commonly 
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came on the night before Friday kliwon and the night before Tuesday kliwon.31 These 
tuyul seekers came from throughout Java, including West Java, Central Java, and 
East Java.
This promising new profession was soon discovered by Kang Ming’s friends, 
and he was joined by other youths. They divided the task of approaching passengers, 
asking their destinations while chatting, and driving the tuyul seekers to the dukun 
tuyul. Any money received was divided amongst these youths. Aside from receiving 
money from the tuyul seekers, these youths also began receiving a portion of the 
tuyul sales from the dukun. This took a variety of forms; sometimes the youths would 
be given money, sometimes cigarettes, and sometimes bananas and other foods left 
over from the offerings used when searching for tuyul. One evening, when I met 
Kang Ming while he was waiting for tuyul seekers at the terminal, he told me:
”Now these are hard times. If we get even a little, we should share it with our friends. 
Almost everyone is going through hard times, without any work, and so it’s hard to earn 
money.	It’s	difficult	just	to	buy	cigarettes.	If	we	want	to	put	it	on	tab	at	the	kiosks,	we	end	
up feeling ashamed, because we’ve already got large tabs. We work what we can, so long 
as it is halal (appropriate). At least to buy some cigarettes”.
Solidarity also emerged among the housewives of Miri Kulon. During the crisis, 
when their husbands lost their jobs as construction workers, these women’s became 
increasingly active as bag weavers, receiving both more orders and higher wages. 
This can be attributed to the fact that most of the bags woven by these women were 
exported abroad. When the dollar increased in value, the price of the bags increased 
as well; wages, thus, could be increased. Many women who had not previously been 
involved in bag weaving began to take part. Some women did not receive any yarn 
from other women to use for weaving, and this led to some tension. Fortunately, 
some of the women who had extensive experience weaving were willing to share 
their yarn, thus allowing the other women to weave bags. One of these experienced 
weavers was Bu Suni, who explained:
”As someone who has been weaving bags for a long time, every week I get the largest 
allocation of yarn, ten rolls. Because the other women want to work weaving bags but 
don’t	get	any	yarn,	I	share	mine	with	them.	Now	I	only	work	on	five	rolls,	with	the	five	
other rolls being handled by three other women. It’s okay if we share, because nowadays 
we all need money to support our households. Almost everyone is facing hard times and a 
lack of money. That’s why I’m willing to share my yarn with the others”.
31 “Friday kliwon” and “Tuesday kliwon” are days which recur every 35 days in the combination of the Javanese 
five-day	and	the	Western	seven-day	week.
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As explained above, during the economic crisis ceremonies related to rites 
of passage, such as circumcisions, weddings, and funerals were still held, but in a 
manner which was simpler, depending on the socio-economic status of the family. 
Almost all social classes worked to simplify their ceremonies during the crisis. 
For	 those	who	were	 in	 the	worst	financial	situation,	circumcision	ceremonies	had	
to	be	delayed	until	 the	financial	situation	 improved;	 if	 they	did	have	a	ceremony,	
it was done at a small scale (among-among) with only the closest neighbours and 
immediate family in attendance.
Among the Javanese, circumcision, or supitan, is often considered to be 
a rite only practiced among Muslims, despite the fact that circumcision is also 
undergone by Protestant, Catholic, and Hindu youth. However, for the Muslims in 
rural Java, circumcision is practiced on both young men and young women. Male 
circumcision is known as sunat32, while female circumcision is known as tetesan. 
Male circumcision involves cutting and removing the foreskin of the penis, whereas 
female circumcision is symbolic, involving only drawing a piece of turmeric over 
the clitoris. Non-Muslims generally only practice male circumcision, a difference 
which can be attributed to differing understandings of circumcision. For Muslims, 
circumcision is part of faith and compulsory. For non-Muslims, circumcision is 
understood more as an effort to maintain the hygiene of the penis.
One informant, Pak Alex, a Catholic who had just had his ten-year-old son 
circumcised, stated:
”For us, circumcision is a requirement, because it helps ensure our sons’ genitals stay 
clean. But we don’t do it to our daughters. Not like our Muslim neighbours who also have 
their daughters circumcised. For us, it’s enough for the boys. We do it very simply. We just 
take our children to the circumciser (bong supit) and then we have prayers at home, just the 
family. We don’t invite our neighbours to join. Aside from it being our tradition to not hold 
large circumcision ceremonies, it’s also because of how hard times are now”.
In normal conditions, circumcision is performed when a child is between 
the	ages	of	seven	and	 ten	or	 in	school	years	 three	 to	five.	 If	a	child	has	not	been	
circumcised during this period, they will frequently be mocked: “You’re already big, 
so why haven’t you been circumcised?” As such, parents will generally attempt to 
circumcise their children as soon as possible. Circumcision ceremonies will consider 
appropriate days and months; for instance, circumcisions are not performed during 
the months of Ramadhan or Ruwah. For their circumcision, children will be taken 
32 Some parts of the community use the term supit, while others use the term sunat. 
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to a circumciser (bong supit) in Kalasan or Bantul. Generally, after circumcision 
is completed, a ritual known as ewuh will be held. Neighbours and friends of the 
parents and child will be invited. However, during the crisis, families only brought 
their children to the circumciser and held a simple slametan ceremony. Pak Darjo, 
who had only recently brought his nine-year-old son for circumcision, said:
”I just had a small ceremony. Just sent a little bit of food to my closest neighbours and a 
few	good	friends.	We	didn’t	hold	a	big	event	like	we	did	with	my	first	child.	The	economic	
situation	now	is	difficult,	and	so	a	simple	ceremony	was	best.	Actually,	I	asked	my	son	
for this to be postponed until next year, but he didn’t want to, because he was tired of his 
classmates mocking him”.
Although ceremonies were held simply, with prepared food sent to only a 
few close neighbours, neighbours’ assistance was required in preparing this food. 
Generally, the only persons involved would be next-door neighbours (those living 
to the left or right of the household) and close friends. During the crisis, nearly all 
village	 residents	accepted	 this,	despite	 it	differing	significantly	 from	 the	 situation	
before the crisis. Normally, circumcision ceremonies would be a joyous occasion 
to which neighbours, friends, and friends’ parents would be invited to pray for the 
newly circumcised youth’s quick recovery and rapid growth. These guests would 
greet the circumcised youth and give him some money; it was this money which 
children awaited most eagerly, as all money they received belonged to them. The 
more guests invited, the more money a child would receive. During the crisis, as the 
rituals	and	ceremonies	were	simplified	and	fewer	guests	were	invited,	the	amount	of	
money received decreased. This can be seen from the story told by Pandu, a nine-
year-old boy, a few days after his circumcision:
”I’m rather upset with Father and Mother, because I’ve already told Father and Mother to 
invite many guests. My friend, when he was circumcised, a few months ago, got a whole 
lot of money. But me, I only got a little. Not many guests gave money”.
It was the same with wedding ceremonies. Though before the crisis the registrar 
was generally invited to the ceremony, during the crisis the bride- and groom-to-
be	had	to	go	to	the	religious	affairs	office	in	Imogiri.	As	such,	their	only	expenses	
were the administrative costs. Furthermore, at home the bride and groom would 
only hold a simple slametan ceremony and invite only their families and the closest 
neighbours. This likewise reduced expenses. Almost all preparations were handled 
“in secret”, without formally informing neighbours. The newlyweds did not need to 
invite their neighbours nor send food and drink (tonjokan) to their nearest neighbours 
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or those who sent them wedding gifts. In return, they did not receive any sumbangan. 
Residents accepted this situation, and the persons who had a close relationship with 
the bride and groom’s parents would come and informally offer their help (rewang).
The practice of rewang for weddings only involved family and close neighbours. 
Preparations for wedding ceremonies were also completed in a short period of 
time—only two or three days before the wedding. Hosts did not need to prepare 
an	 additional	 building	made	 of	 bamboo;	 it	was	 sufficient	 for	 them	 to	 clean	 their	
yards. Food preparation began two days before the wedding, or even the day before. 
Generally, this only involved preparing rice and some side dishes to be sent to the 
closest neighbours. As such, rewang only lasted for a day or two. As such, wedding-
related expenses could be reduced.
One example of a simple marriage was that held by Pak Budi, from Sompok, 
whose eighteen-year-old daughter married a young man from Gunung Kidul. Pak 
Budi held a very simple ceremony, involving only a short slametan, led by Pak 
Kaum, held the day before his daughter’s wedding. He only invited his neighbours, 
about	fifteen	in	total.	The	following	day,	the	bride	and	groom	went	to	the	registrar’s	
office	in	Imogiri	using	two	rented	open-bed	trucks.	Neither	bride	nor	groom	wore	
much make-up or accessories. The groom wore only a batik shirt and a peci on his 
head, while the bride wore a simple kebaya dress and thin shawl. They sat beside the 
driver of their rented truck. At about 8:00, they departed Sriharjo, with their families 
and neighbours in the back of the open-bed trucks. At 11:00 they returned home. 
Guests were served rice with a side of fried noodles, fried chicken, and tofu and 
tempeh. By 13:00 Pak Budi’s home was empty; all of the guests had already returned 
home. That evening, I went to visit Bu Inah, one of Pak Budi’s neighbours who had 
spent the past two days helping prepare food for the wedding. Bu Inah told me:
”Now times are hard, especially for those of us who have nothing. It’s hard to get money, 
and so a simple wedding is enough. The important thing is that everything is dealt with. 
For two days I helped out with the cooking at Pak Budi’s home. There wasnst much work 
being done there. Usually, though, I can spend a whole week helping my neighbours 
(rewang) if there’s a wedding. Especially if the one getting married is rich; then the work 
lasts until nightfall. The other day, I just cooked rice and made tea. Before, if I did rewang 
at a rich person’s house, after the event was over I’d bring home so much tea and sugar 
and other ingredients. But the other day, I brought nothing home. Bu Budi told me to take 
what food I could carry, but I didn’t have the heart. There was nothing left over. I have to 
recognize the conditions. If I can help and the event goes smoothly, then that’s enough to 
make me happy”.
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Keeping in mind that the number of ceremonies decreased during the crisis, the 
practice of rewang also became limited. Before the crisis, if someone was planning 
a wedding or circumcision, rewang activities would begin well before the event. 
Neighbours and friends would also offer their assistance with preparing the venue 
and with the ceremony itself. However, because these ceremonies saw a decrease in 
quantity and quality during the crisis, rewang activities were highly limited. Only a 
family’s closest neighbours or friends would be involved. The community accepted 
this	 transformation,	 as	 it	 recognized	 the	 economic	 burdens	 and	 limited	 financial	
capital available. When the hamlet chief of Sompok held a circumcision ceremony 
for his son, he did not receive any sumbangan at all. This was announced to the 
residents	of	Sompok,	because	the	hamlet	chief	recognised	residents’	limited	finances	
owing to the crisis.
Asymmetrical (patronage) relationships: ngenger
During the crisis, the patron-client relationships as previously discussed became 
a	way	for	the	poor	to	receive	an	income	and	overcome	their	financial	problems.	The	
tradition of ngenger33 which developed in Sriharjo, especially during the Old Order 
and New Order, built relations which lasted over generations. Ngenger was a way 
for poor residents to improve their quality of life by working for richer families with 
the expectation of receiving schooling. Through attaining higher levels of schooling, 
these	residents	expected	to	find	better	work,	particularly	in	non-agricultural	sectors.	
Ngenger was generally undertaken by persons with (usually distant) familial bonds, 
or because of existing and long-lasting patron-client relations, including those 
of farm labourers and landowners. Connections between landlowners and farm 
33 The term ngenger originates from old Javanese language. It means ‘to follow’ or ‘to join’, and indicates the 
tendency for the Javanese people, especially those in rural areas, to live in the homes of others and work 
without pay for a long period of time. Ngenger has long been practiced, and it originates from Javanese views 
regarding the manner through which success can be attained. In Javanese teachings and values, it is held that, 
ifone wants to succeed, one must live, study, and work directly with people who are already successful (Kayam, 
1992). In Javanese culture, ngenger is frequently equated with nyantrik. However, ngenger is understood 
more	as	an	effort	to	find	success	in	life,	such	as	a	good	job	or	high	position,	whereas	nyantrik is understood 
more	as	an	effort	to	attain	greater	knowledge—particularly	in	the	field	of	spirituality.	Javanese	folktales	are	
replete	with	great	figures	who	found	success	through	ngenger, including Damarwulan, who underwent ngenger 
with Patih Majapahit; and Jaka Tingkir, who underwent ngenger with Sultan Trenggana. These men were, 
according to the folktales, ordinary people who later found success as kings. Such stories inspire the Javanese 
people, particularly in rural areas, to undergo ngenger if	they	want	to	find	success.	They	go	to	the	homes	of	
officeholders	and	successful	people	and	voluntarily	take	various	types	of	work	without	being	paid.	In	return,	
they will study and go to school with the support of their patron. Ngenger can also be undertaken by persons 
with familial bonds. For instance, a nephew may live at the home of his uncle.
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labourers could last for generations, and thus the same land might be worked by 
generations of farm labourers. Close bonds would sometimes be continued by the 
following generation; a farm labourer could send his child to work and live at the 
home of the landowner.
These long-lasting relationship patterns enabled their own continuance, even 
after families’ children had received schooling and found work. Inter-familial 
relations between the persons who undertook ngenger and the landlords tended to 
last for several generations. These tended to follow patron–client patterns, and they 
provided a degree of security for poor households, particularly in times of crisis.
As the crisis became increasingly severe, the peasants in Miri and Sompok used 
these	relations	with	landowners	to	find	work	and	ask	for	aid	and	food.	For	instance,	
Pak Samar, age 56, a resident of Miri, worked as both a peasant and construction 
worker around Imogiri. During the crisis he began to lose jobs in construction, and 
thus began working as an agricultural labourer more often. One day he came to see 
a landowner in a nearby village and report that his paddy was in poor condition in 
the	 field	 and	 that	 the	 harvest	 could	 fail.	After	meeting	with	 this	 landowner,	who	
was also a civil servant in Yogyakarta City, Pak Samar was asked to renovate his 
kitchen, which was beginning to look dilapidated. Pak Samar felt fortunate because 
he received this work from the landowner at a wages that was no different than what 
he	would	receive	elsewhere.	Furthermore,	when	he	went	home	he	was	given	five	
kilograms	of	rice	from	the	landowner’s	other	fields.
Another example is Pak Cenok, age 43, from Sompok, who worked the 
land owned by a descendant of the bekel of Sriharjo who taught at a university in 
Yogyakarta. Pak Cenok’s daughter, aged 14, worked (ngenger) as a housemaid at the 
home of said landowner. During the crisis, he went to Yogyakarta City to check on 
his daughter and to give the landowner a report on the condition of the harvest. After 
telling the landowner about the situation in Sompok, including the plants, he prepared 
to	return	to	Sompok.	As	he	was	leaving	he	was	given	approximately	five	kilograms	
of rice, a plastic container holding about a litre of cooking oil, second-hand clothes, 
and a little money to help support his family. Pak Cenok and his wife felt happy that 
they were being supported by their patron. They stated that the landowner was a kind 
person who always helped them.
During the crisis, households attempted to use their existing social networks 
to ensure their survival, including the practice of ngenger. For instance, Kang 
Kamur (age 30) worked as an electrician in Yogyakarta City. During the crisis, he 
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lost his work and went unemployed for an extended period of time. As such, he 
found	it	difficult	 to	fulfil	his	family’s	needs.	According	to	Kang Kamur, owing to 
this situation, he was forced to go to the home of Pak Bagus, an elementary school 
teacher	in	Yogyakarta	City,	when	he	did	not	have	sufficient	funds	to	buy	milk	for	his	
children. He went directly into Pak Bagus’ home through the side door, took a reed 
broom, and then began cleaning the yard. Not long afterwards Bu Bagus (Pak Bagus’ 
wife) came and greeted him happily. Kang Kamur felt no trepidation when entering 
Pak Bagus’ house, because he felt as though he was returning home.
For	approximately	five	years,	he	had	undertaken	ngenger at Pak Bagus’ house, 
from elementary school to junior high school. Although Kang Kamur and Pak Bagus 
still had blood ties, they were only distantly related. When Kang Kamur was still in 
fourth year of elementary school, Pak Bagus asked him to help at home: to clean 
the house, fetch water, and other light chores. Pak Bagus also funded his schooling, 
until Kang Kamur had completed junior high school. After graduation, Kang Kamur 
had said farewell and gone to work at an electric company in West Java. A few 
years later, he moved to Yogyakarta City. During the crisis, the company where he 
worked went bankrupt, and Kang Kamur thus lost his job and was forced to return 
to the village. While working in Yogyakarta City, he would often visit Pak Bagus 
at his home. This contributed to Kang Kamur not feeling trepidation when entering 
the house, even though he had not lived there for several years. He would enter the 
house as if it were his own.
This time, after sweeping the yard, he immediately went to the kitchen to 
prepare himself some coffee. While chatting with Pak Bagus and Bu Bagus, he told 
them about the conditions at home. Not long afterwards, Bu Bagus gave him a small 
sack of rice and some money to purchase milk and other household necessities. She 
also	told	him	that,	if	he	had	any	difficulty	whatsoever,	he	could	come	to	Pak Bagus’ 
home. Bu	Bagus	also	prayed	for	Kamur	to	find	employment	soon.	When	I	met	with	
Kang Kamur at the watch post, he told me about his relationship with Pak Bagus’ 
family:
”It’s true. It’s as if I’m at my own home when I go to Pak Bagus’ place. If I have time, I 
often go to Pak Bagus’ home to clean it our repair any damage. Fix the electricity, replace 
broken lights, what have you. His house is nearby, and still on the way to Yogyakarta, 
though in the village, and so when I come home from work I can stop by there. Our 
relationship is very close. Pak Bagus, Bu Bagus and their children are all so kind to me. 
The children are older now, so they can help their mother clean the house. Before, when 
they were still young, I did everything. I’m already like part of the family with Pak Bagus”.
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During the crisis, considerable pressure was also felt by the poor households 
whose	members	 did	 not	 have	 a	 fixed	 job	 (i.e.	 seasonal	workers).	Although	 their	
everyday consumption needs were met through their work in the agriculture sector 
and	other	related	fields,	paying	for	other	needs,	such	as	their	children’s	schooling,	
was	difficult	as	they	did	not	have	any	cash.	Purchasing	milk	and	paying	school	fees	
were some of the greatest challenges faced by poor families during the crisis. For 
those whose children studied in the elementary schools near the village, the burden 
was relatively light. The burden was considerably heavier for families whose children 
studied in junior and senior high school. These schools were generally located in 
Bantul	town,	and	thus	tuition	fees	and	transportation	costs	were	a	significant	burden.	
One	household	which	faced	difficulty	in	paying	for	their	children’s	schooling	was	
that of Kang Ton, in Miri. His eldest child was Eko, a 16-year-old boy who studied 
at a vocational school in Yogyakarta City; his second child studied at a junior high 
school in Imogiri; his third studied at elementary school; and his youngest was 
still a baby. As the crisis worsened, he was forced to leave his eldest child with 
family members who lived in Yogyakarta City so he could continue his school while 
undertaking ngenger. When I came to his home, he explained:
”I was forced to leave Eko with his aunt near Yogyakarta City. A month ago I went to Dik 
Sutri’s home near Yogyakarta City. I told her, ’I’m leaving Eko with you so he can continue 
his	schooling.	It	would	be	a	shame	if	he	couldn’t	continue	and	finish	his	vocational	school	
studies.’ I said, ’The important thing is he can live near school and get food. Have him 
work as you will, to help your household, Dik Sutri. To go to school he can use my old 
bicycle.’ Furthermore, I brought her rice and vegetables. Dik Tri and her family accepted 
him happily, and now Eko is living there. He’d been going to school by bicycle, 25 
kilometres each way. He was leaving home at 5 a.m. and arriving at 7 p.m. I felt sorry 
for him, but still he wanted to continue his schooling. Last week, Dik Tri came over and 
said that Eko had been very diligent in helping around the house. She said that she would 
handle his school expenses. I’m very grateful for this. Even though I have to be far from 
my son, it’s the best for his future”.
In the crisis, the patrons were not always in a better situation than the clients. 
Sometimes,	the	patrons	faced	more	difficult	situations	than	their	clients.	For	instance,	
Pak Jaim in Miri, a retired employee of the water agency, lived with his wife and 
worked 600 square metres of land. During the crisis, he could only depend on his 
small pension, as his harvest failed in the face of pests. One day, he was visited by 
Kang Ponimo who lived in Gunung Kidul. Kang Ponimo came bearing some of his 
own harvest, including rice, corn, and nearly ripe bananas. Kang Ponimo had spent 
three years living at the home of Pak Jaim when he was still in junior high school 
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and he had distant blood ties to Pak Jaim. When he had been studying at a junior high 
school in Imogiri, Kang Ponimo’s family left him with Pak Jaim. He lived in a room 
in the back of the house and ate with Pak Jaim’s family. Instead of paying room and 
board, Kang Ponimo helped Pak	Jaim	around	the	house	and,	sometimes,	in	the	fields.	
Sometimes, during holidays, he would return home to Gunung Kidul and bring some 
of his father’s harvest with him upon his return. Sometimes his father would come to 
visit and bring food with him. School fees and other expenses were handled by Kang 
Ponimo’s family. Because Kang Ponimo knew of Pak Jaim’s economic situation, 
during the crisis, if he had recently harvested his crops, he would come to visit Pak 
Jaim and bring him food. Bu Jaim who was sitting outside the house explained:
”Our family and Ponimo’s have close ties, and we are still family, but distant. A few years 
ago, Ponimo lived here when he was doing his junior high school studies. I gave him the 
back room. When he graduated, he continued his studies in Gunung Kidul, but he still often 
comes here and brings gifts, from his harvest. We feel greatly assisted whenever he brings 
us these things, especially since everything is so expensive now”.
Some patronage relations were severed during the crisis. This occurred when 
patrons	were	also	financially	impacted	by	the	ongoing	economic	crisis.	This	occurred	
to Pak Jono (age 43), a resident of Miri, who had been working the land belonging 
to Pak Jamil’s parents. During the crisis, Pak Jamil who had been a construction 
worker in the city lost his job and returned to the village. After several weeks of 
unemployment, he came to Pak Jono’s home and said that after the following rice 
harvest (approximately a month later) the land which had been worked by Pak Jono 
would be retaken by Pak Jamil so that he could work it himself. Pak Jamil, in polite 
and polished language, apologized to Pak Jono, because the land had been worked by 
Pak Jono for several years. Pak Jono was upset by this, but because the landowners 
had requested their land, he was obliged to surrender it. A few days later I met with 
Pak Jamil, who explained:
”I was forced to reclaim this land, both because I’d lost my job in the city and gone 
unemployed and because for a while the harvests Pak Jono gave me kept falling short. Pak 
Jono who had been working the land since the time of my parents appeared to be dishonest 
in reporting the harvests. I was quite upset with this, but since we’re neighbours I hadn’t 
the heart to reprimand him. So it was best for me to reclaim this land”.
During the crisis, when income (in the form of money) was limited while 
expenses increased, some residents could only sell their assets. Some households 
owned land which had originally been worked by others, but now were forced to rent 
out this land for cash. As a result, the persons who had been working that land lost the 
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opportunity to do so. The residents who were still capable of renting in land during 
the crisis tended to be civil servants and private sector employees who continued 
to	 receive	 fixed	wages.	Although	 they	 did	 not	 have	much	 income	 to	 spare,	 they	
saw	the	opportunity	to	rent	land	cheaply	and	thus	found	ways	to	borrow	sufficient	
money to rent the land. Some of them worked the land themselves, while others 
had a neighbour or friend do it. This contributed to the severing of established ties 
between patrons (land owners) and clients (the persons who worked the land), while 
new patron–client relations were established between the land renters and those who 
worked the land. One resident who rented in land was Pak Rudi, a junior high school 
teacher in Wonosari. He stated:
”I’ve been wanting to rent land here, south of the village, but nobody’s ever been willing to 
rent it out. Fortunately, I heard that Pak Endo needed money to pay for his wife’s treatment 
at the hospital and was planning to rent out his land. Finally, I came to his house and this 
land,	700	square	metres,	I	rented	for	five	years	for	Rp	2,500,000.	He	really	did	need	the	
money, so I had to borrow from the school cooperative. Now I’m letting my wife’s brother 
work the land”.
Aside from renting out agricultural land, some residents sold their cattle or 
other assets, including chickens, goats, and cows. Pak Budi who had a cow which 
was being looked after by Pak Paiman in Kedung Miri was forced to sell his cow to 
pay for his child’s schooling. He said:
”I was forced to sell the cow that had been left with Pak Paiman. For a long time, I’ve been 
leaving my cows with Pak Paiman for him to look after. When I didn’t have that many 
needs, I usually had several cows. But now, they’re almost all gone. There’s only the one 
left with Pak	Parno	in	Pengkol.	It	is	difficult	to	pay	for	my	child’s	schooling	and	our	daily	
needs. I was forced to sell my cows. It’s a shame, really, because my relation with Pak 
Paiman is quite good. We’re like brothers. But what can I do … if I get some money, then 
I can buy a cow and leave it with Pak Paiman”.
Sumbangan during the crisis: help or burden?
Social solidarity among the people of Miri and Sompok in its reciprocal form 
can also be observed in the intensity of ceremonial exchanges, which are rationally 
calculated. Sumbangan in the form of money or goods are commonly given every 
time someone undergoes a lifecycle ritual, including birth, circumcision, marriage, 
and death. It is expected that the amount of sumbangan a person gives will be 
returned in the same amount (at minimum). In recent years, but before the economic 
crisis of the late 1990s, a drastic change had occurred in the form of sumbangan. 
Previously, villagers had commonly brought staples, such as rice, sugar, tea coffee, 
4 –Sriharjo During the 1998 Economic Crisis and Nation-Wide Recession 158
noodle, tempeh, etc. However, after the shift they began to give money more 
frequently. Giving and receiving sumbangan in cash form became more popular as 
it was simpler and more practical. Those making contributions did not need to carry 
goods,	and	most	importantly	the	host	could	be	more	flexible	in	spending	the	money	
to meet their needs for the ritual. Sumbangan received in the form of goods were, 
in many cases, incompatible with the hosts’ immediate needs. This meant that each 
household needed cash at hand, in case it was needed as a contribution to a neighbour 
or relative’s slametan. As noted earlier, this change in the form of sumbangan had 
largely already occurred before the crisis.
In the mid-1990s, generally each household gave around Rp 5,000 to Rp 
10,000 on occasions such as weddings. The sumbangan for a death was a kilogram 
of rice and between Rp 300 and Rp 1,000. However, the amount of sumbangan 
often depended on the giver’s social and economic status and how close they were 
to the host. Bu Wardi said that, before the crisis, the sumbangan for close relatives 
was usually ten kilograms of rice (equal to Rp 7,000), whereas for distant relatives 
or neighbours they gave two kilograms of rice and ten pieces of tempeh. However, 
when the crisis hit and the price of basic necessities increased rapidly, so did the 
level of the sumbangan, to Rp 20,000 for close relatives and Rp 7,000 for distant 
relatives and neighbours.
The practice of kiosk owners giving credit to customers for goods was also 
extended to the lending of money to customers (without any interest) whenever they 
needed money for such purposes as medical expenses and sumbangan.
Mbah Muh from Sompok explained:
“It’s common for me to borrow some money from the stall owner next door when I need 
it to make a contribution (nyumbang), especially when I don’t have cash. But I have to 
return it within a day or two. Borrowing money from stall owners is easier. If you go 
to borrow money from relatives or neighbours, there is no guarantee that they will have 
money available. If they have some, it won’t be a problem. If they don’t, both sides will 
feel uneasy and embarrassed. If we don’t give any money, we are considered stingy. This 
is why it is more convenient to borrow money from stall owners than relatives. We can 
return it with our harvest, like unhusked rice, peanuts, bananas, or chickens, if we don’t 
have cash”.
Although sumbangan in the form of cash was considered more practical, many 
were	not	in	favour	of	this	change,	as	it	could	cause	financial	problems,	especially	
for poor families. In the past, when sumbangan were still given in form of goods, 
they could bring whatever they had at home, such as unhusked rice, coconuts, or 
bananas. However, when money replaced these goods, residents had to be ready 
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with either some cash or goods that they could easily sell. For instance, one day Bu 
Warti appeared restless since she had no rice to eat for the day, but still had to think 
about how she could get money to nyumbang for her neighbour’s wedding. As a 
close neighbour, she considered it appropriate (wangun) to give at least Rp 10,000. 
To afford both the sumbangan and her immediate food needs, she decided to sell her 
only productive hen as she had no other alternative. She sold her hen for Rp 5,000, 
and used the money to buy rice and other needs, as well as for her sumbangan. This 
was not an unique incident. Sometimes, people would often sell chickens or ducks to 
cover the expenses for sumbangan.
There was no obligation for the poor to give sumbangan. However, there was a 
moral responsibility to provide an alternative. Their contribution often took the form 
of labour (cooking, washing dishes, cleaning, etc.) during preparations for the ritual. 
After the ritual, the host would generally give them rice, sugar, food and various 
leftover	 ingredients,	and	occasionally	some	cash	to	bring	home.	At	first	glance,	 it	
may seem that (in such cases) the poor were advantaged by their poverty, but in fact, 
they had to spend the whole day helping their neighbours. Mbah Ijah, a 60-year-
old woman with two children, was an example of this. Her husband worked as a 
woodcutter nearby, and her children were no longer in school, instead serving as “on 
call helpers” in the village. The family lived in an old hut made of woven bamboo 
walls and a tiled roof. Mbah Ijah had no permanent job, and thus took a variety 
of odd jobs (kerja serabutan) to survive. She would become a part time domestic 
helper, or help plant, harvest, and carry rice to the mill. When there was a ritual in the 
village, she and her husband helped to make drinks for the guests rather than provide 
a cash sumbangan. Because of her poverty, sometimes the host provided food for 
Mbah Ijah and her family. Even so, she never expected to obtain anything in return 
from the host, as labour was the only contribution she was able to provide.
During the crisis, there was a change in terms of who to invite. According to an 
informant, the numbers invited tended to become smaller and only close neighbours 
in	the	same	RW	or	RT	were	invited.	This	was	due	to	the	financial	burden	that	all	
households had to bear, as related to reciprocity. For guests, reserving money for many 
occasions was burdening, whereas for hosts, having many guests was expensive. 
Though inviting many people meant receiving a lot of sumbangan contributions, 
residents began to change their attitudes toward this matter owing to the economic 
conditions. When asked whether or not this matter disturbed their relations with 
others, one informant answered while staring at the ceiling:
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“Everybody has already understood each other. Everybody realizes that their burden is 
heavy, especially concerning sumbangan in cash, which is now a trend in society. On the 
one hand, inviting guests for big events burdens the host because of the expenses. On the 
other hand, the invitees also have to reserve some cash. Moreover, during the crisis, it is 
hard	to	earn	cash.	It	is	better	for	us	to	use	the	cash	to	fulfil	our	daily	needs	than	to	spend	
it on sumbangan. If we spend it on sumbangan, only the members of the households who 
attend	 the	event	will	 enjoy	 the	meal.	 If	we	 spend	 it	 to	 fulfil	our	own	needs,	 the	whole	
family can enjoy it. Moreover, many of us actually have no spare cash. During the crisis, 
when prices are rising rapidly, we have a problem valuing the contribution we should give, 
whether it is the right amount or not. We understand that prices are increasing, and so we 
are supposed to give more, but we also realize that it is not easy to earn cash. That is why 
we fully understand if we are not invited. Well, I feel uneasy because I feel that they don’t 
see me as a relative or friend anymore, but not receiving an invitation is also a “blessing in 
disguise”; nowadays, invitations mean reserving some cash”.
From	 this	point	of	view,	we	can	see	 the	significance	of	 invitations	 to	 rituals	
and the role of sumbangan. More invitations is a greater burden on the host, and 
also means more sumbangan to be given. Both parties (the host and the invitee) 
experienced this burden during the crisis.
Conclusion
The economic crisis of 1998 was, for the people of Sriharjo, not as severe 
as the economic crises which they had faced before. However, different areas and 
different generations felt different effects. Many of the residents of Miri Hamlet, 
whose tended to rely on non-agricultural sources of income, felt that the crisis was 
a	difficult	one.	A	different	opinion	was	held	by	residents	of	Sompok	Hamlet,	most	
of whom received their income from the agricultural sector and thus were relatively 
unaffected. Similarly, for older residents who had already experienced worse crises, 
the crisis of 1998 was not considered that severe or burdensome, while for the 
youth who had never experienced a crisis during their lives, the economic crisis felt 
extremely severe. For the upper class, the crisis was not particularly severe. Rather, 
those most heavily affected were the lower-middle class. For the poorest residents, 
the crisis was severe as well, particularly as it related to access to money. However, 
they did not complain much about the situation. They were used to facing economic 
crises, and their own day-to-day needs were quite simple. As such, during the crisis, 
it was easy for them to transform their consumption habits to meet the economic 
conditions.
As a result of the crisis, many of the residents who had been working in non-
agricultural sectors (mostly outside of the village) lost their jobs. As a result, some 
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of them returned to the village and took work in the agricultural sector, while others 
remained unemployed. Residents had more free time than before, and this enabled 
communal activities and spontaneous acts of solidarity to increase. Residents worked 
communally to further public interests. They repaired roads, irrigation canals, watch 
posts, etc. Likewise, the availability of unemployed workers led to an increase in 
smaller-scale spontaneous acts. Transactionary practices in agriculture and household 
work,	such	as	renovations	and	repairs,	did	not	experience	a	significant	or	broad	shift.
For poor residents, friends and patrons played an important role during the 
crisis. Friendships supported many residents in their search for income, which, 
though in absolute terms was limited, was able to help them. Longstanding patron–
client relations likewise offered support. The practice of ngenger was one alternative 
taken	 which	 provided	 residents	 with	 assistance	 when	 they	 faced	 difficult	 times.	
Kin and neighbour relations still had an important, albeit limited, role. Meanwhile, 
the	role	of	kiosks	and	stalls,	which	was	quite	significant	before	the	crisis,	became	
limited. This can be attributed to shopkeepers continually being pressured by their 
suppliers to pay in cash.
Various types of aid were given, both by the government and by private 
institutions. The total amount of aid given, however, was limited, and led to protests 
and unrest among the community. This can be attributed to the community’s desire 
for	aid	to	be	distributed	more	evenly	and	broadly,	without	focusing	on	any	specific	
groups.	 The	 even	 distribution	 of	 aid	 was	 considered	 to	 reflect	 the	 community’s	
solidarity	 in	 facing	widespread	economic	difficulties	which	meant	 that	 almost	 all	
members of society were under economic pressure and thus required aid.

5 – 
Dealing with Natural Disaster: 
Sriharjo in the Aftermath  
of the 2006 Earthquake
Eight years after the krismon economic and social life in Sriharjo, which had gradually begun to improve following the crisis of 1998, was shattered in an 
instant by a severe earthquake which caused widespread destruction of houses and 
infrastructure, loss of life and injury. This chapter will describe how the people of 
Sriharjo	faced	the	crisis	resulting	from	the	earthquake,	both	during	the	first	emergency	
responses and during longer-term reconstruction efforts. It will also explain how 
the earthquake affected the socio-economic conditions and relationships in the 
community; how various external organizations responded with various forms of 
aid, and how the community engaged with this external assistance; and the dynamics 
of social solidarity as the people of Sriharjo faced this crisis. As will be explained 
further,for various reasons the houses and residents of Sompok were much less 
affected by the earthquake than those of Miri. For this reason, when considering the 
impacts of and responses to the earthquake, some sections will pay greater attention 
to Miri.
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The 2006 Earthquake in Sriharjo: Stillness is Shattered
On Saturday, 26 May 2006, at approximately 5:55 a.m., a massive earthquake 
struck Yogyakarta, with the epicentre off the province’s southern coast at a depth 
of ten kilometres. It was not yet light when the calm of the morning was suddenly 
broken by a loud noise, similar to a truck’s diesel engine, which was heard emanating 
from the south. The sound drew increasingly near and was followed by a sudden 
pounding as the earth moved and shook. The longer it lasted, the more violent 
the quakes became, with the ground shifting up and down and, at times, moving 
sideways. The pattern of this movement was described by informants as being like a 
boat caught between the waves of the open sea. In conjunction with this movement, 
cracking sounds emanated from all around due to the destruction of houses and other 
buildings. For those on the ground, the moment seemed endless, though, in fact the 
earthquake, which measured 5.6 on the Richter scale, had rocked Yogyakarta and 
the	surrounding	regions	for	less	than	one	minute—more	specifically,	for	59	seconds.
The earthquake triggered intense panic in Yogyakarta. Mere moments 
afterwards,	 the	 roads	 of	 Yogyakarta	 were	 filled	 with	 vehicles	 carrying	 injured	
survivors to medical centres throughout the province. Processions of pickups and 
trucks	 carrying	 victims	 filed	 in	 from	 all	 areas	 around	Yogyakarta.	All	 vehicles,	
including motorcycles and cars, travelled with their headlights blazing to signal 
their urgency and indicate the need for priority on the roads. Almost all vehicles on 
the road were carrying victims and faced the same state of emergency, resulting in 
widespread	traffic	jams.	Complicating	the	situation	further,	no	traffic	lights	were	in	
operation, as electricity in the region had disconnected by the earthquake.
The	 influx	 of	 thousands	 of	 victims	 resulted	 in	 an	 overflow	 of	 patients	 in	
all hospitals throughout the Yogyakarta region. With this sudden massive extra 
workload, doctors who were normally off duty on the weekends were called in to 
work. Though they had also become victims of the earthquake and were busy trying 
to deal with their own homes and family members, the call of duty forced these 
doctors to leave home and treat the earthquake victims. Medical staff were forced to 
work under emergency conditions with severe limitations, including a lack of space 
to provide their patients with medical care. Owing to this lack of space, patients were 
placed in corridors and even in open space areas outside the hospital buildings. Panic 
was everywhere, with everyone calling for prioritized care. People were crying with 
grief as they brought in patients; some cursed at the staff to get them treated. The 
majority of patients and those accompanying them were dirty and exhausted, wearing 
5 –Dealing with Natural Disaster: Sriharjo in the Aftermath of the 2006 Earthquake   165
whatever	clothes	they	could	find	at	the	time,	including	shorts,	sarongs,	and—most	
commonly—sleepwear. Many were covered in blood, their faces unrecognizable 
under the white dust of collapsed buildings.
Such	an	influx	of	patients	meant	that	many	could	not	be	treated	in	the	hospitals	
or medical centres in Yogyakarta,34 which meant relocation to medical centres in 
other regions in Central Java, some up to 60 kilometres away, including in Magelang, 
Purworejo, Kebumen, and Boyolali. In general, most victims sustained serious 
injuries including broken bones and deep wounds, with many dying in transit to the 
hospitals.
Moments after the earthquake, home phone lines and mobile phone services 
became disconnected due to damage to telecommunication facilities. Poles were 
downed, telephone cables snapped, and the Base Transceiver Station (BTS) buildings 
partially	collapsed.	This	made	 it	difficult	 to	communicate	with	people	elsewhere;	
people living outside of Yogyakarta with family members in the region also panicked 
as they had no way of knowing the condition of their relatives. However, around 
9:00 am cellular phone signals were restored, allowing people, myself included, to 
communicate with others. At the time I was able to contact an informant in Sriharjo. 
In panic, he said that his house and surrounding areas were totally destroyed and 
houses were levelled. Nevertheless, none of his family members had died, though 
many of his neighbours had been seriously injured and several were still trapped 
under the ruins. Efforts were underway to rescue them. Some had died and were in 
the process of being buried. I was only able to talk for a moment when the connection 
broke off. Unable to contact him again, I decided to depart for Sriharjo as soon as 
possible to assess the village’s condition.
At the same time, residents in Yogyakarta were shocked by the arrival of crowds 
of people from the south, travelling northwards in convoys of bicycles, motorcycles, 
and cars. They were panicking and shouting “Tsunami! Tsunami! Quick, get away! 
Go to Merapi Mountain!”35 Some said that the tidal wave had already reached the 
34 In the city of Yogyakarta, Sardjito Hospital with its renowned doctors and specialized equipment, is the 
reference point for other hospitals in Central Java and the Special Administrative Region of Yogyakarta (DIY). 
In	addition,	 there	are	five	other	 relatively	 large	and	well	known	private	hospitals	 in	 the	city.	DIY	has	five	
regencies/cities, each with a general hospital as well as small private hospitals, and one government health 
clinic (puskesmas) per regency/city. Furthermore, there are several government health clinics at the sub-district 
level in areas that are lack other health facilities. Even DIY’s numerous health facilities were not enough to 
cater to the needs of patients in this emergency situation. 
35 Mount Merapi is an active volcano located in the north of Yogyakarta and reaching a height of 2,930 meters 
above sea level. At the time of the earthquake, the volcano was on high alert status as small eruptions 
were occurring continuously, worrying surrounding communities. The government and community were 
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southern boundaries of the city and would soon reach the city centre. Extreme 
panic broke out among residents. Everyone left their homes and headed for higher 
ground. Some climbed to the top of nearby multi-storey buildings. One location to 
which people ran was Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM) Campus, which had many 
two- and three-storey buildings. Most wanted to reach Mount Merapi, around thirty 
kilometres from Yogyakarta City, or around seventy kilometres from the province’s 
southern	beaches.	However,	the	streets	were	congested	with	traffic,	forcing	many	to	
seek the tallest nearby buildings. The people in the villages of Bantul and Klaten also 
evacuated, but sought hilly regions nearby. People abandoned their homes, sometimes 
with family members still trapped under the rubble of collapsed buildings. In reality, 
the news that a tidal wave would occur was only a rumour that had developed as 
a result of the intense level of panic and fear in the community. Almost two hours 
later, when no tsunami reached Yogyakarta or any other area, people began slowly 
returning	home	to	sort	out	the	houses	destroyed	by	the	earthquake.	Returning	traffic	
resulted in more congestion.
The panic in relation to tidal wave rumours was closely associated with the 
tsunami that had occurred in Aceh only a year and a half previously, on 26 December 
2004, killing more than 100,000 people and bringing chaos to the region. Afterwards, 
the mass media, including newspapers and television, continuously broadcast news 
on the tsunami and constantly associated it with the earthquake which had preceded 
it.	As	a	result,	the	people	of	Yogyakarta	were	traumatized	and	horrified	imagining	
what could happen if a tsunami were to follow this earthquake. Lacking information 
about the earthquake due to the loss of access to electricity and television, people 
were unable to control their panic and thus susceptible to rumours. After the situation 
had calmed, I took the opportunity to speak with some of the people in Yogyakarta. 
Some were educated people; it was not just the uneducated or lower class who lacked 
knowledge about tsunamis. With a frightened smile and sense of embarrassment, one 
concentrating on potential eruptions of Mount Merapi and various preparations, including evacuation training 
events, repairs to evacuation routes, and continuous observations of volcanic activities. There was already a 
tense and anxious atmosphere due to the likelihood of an eruption in Yogyakarta, particularly for the people 
living on the slopes of the volcano. Therefore, most people believed that the earthquake that morning had 
been caused by an eruption of the volcano. Even the people of Bantul the surrounding area, who had been 
worst	affected	by	the	earthquake,	at	first	thought	it	had	originated	from	the	volcano.	As	such,	several	of	the	
informants I met after the earthquake were still wondering how much more serious the situation must be for 
the people living on the slopes of Mount Merapi. They were so far from the mountain yet had sustained such 
damage; they could not imagine what the nearby communities must have experienced. It should be noted that 
Mount Merapi did have a major eruption in November 2010, and hundreds of lives and many possessions were 
lost.
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person, a lecturer at a university in Yogyakarta, said “Actually, I understand that the 
theory of tsunamis means it is impossible for a tsunami to travel forty kilometres 
inland with a water height of twenty meters. However, because of the panicked 
situation, pressure from my family to evacuate, and fear that the tsunami had really 
come, all my good sense vanished.” Children and the elderly appeared among the 
evacuees,	requiring	support	to	get	climb	to	the	second	and	third	floors	of	the	building.	
After	rumours	of	the	tsunami	had	died	down,	UGM	Boulevard	was	filled	with	people	
after	they	descended	from	the	buildings.	They	were	visibly	relieved	to	find	out	there	
would be no tsunami, and gradually they returned home.
After	the	situation	had	subsided	at	around	11:00	am,	I	left	for	Sriharjo	to	find	out	
how the quake had impacted the village and to check on the condition of the people 
there. I brought with me a variety of food, including bread, rice, tempeh, mineral 
water, instant noodles, and various other provisions. As I drove along the roads to 
the Bantul region, the situation and conditions were saddening. The closer I got 
to Imogiri, the damage caused by the earthquake appeared to be more devastating. 
Houses were totally destroyed, levelled to the ground. Approaching Sriharjo, the 
situation became even more distressing as seriously injured people who had yet to 
receive medical attention were seen along the roads. Several times I saw people 
pushing wheelbarrows, normally used for fertilizer or produce, carrying bodies to 
their graves.36 This was unusual, because when someone dies it is normal for a large 
convoy of people to accompany the deceased to the cemetery. However, following 
the earthquake, only a few men helped to carry or push the barrows with the bodies. 
The scene was heart-breaking and tense. Houses and public facilities were totally 
destroyed. Several bridges were down as the land had dropped. Similarly, sections of 
the main road were damaged as retaining walls had fallen onto the road.
In Sriharjo, the view was even more heartrending as most of the buildings 
had been levelled. All that could be seen were mounds of rubble, scattered house 
36 According to one informant, “Several bodies did not receive proper Islamic burial rites prior to interment, such 
as bathing the body; wrapping the body in burial cloth (a white cloth of approximately 2.5 metres in length and 
2 metres in width), tying up the cloth in three places—above the head, in the middle of the torso, and below the 
feet—and the recitation of ritual prayers for the dead, as was the norm. At the time of the earthquake, several 
bodies were only bathed in drain water, since all the well water in Sriharjo had unexpectedly drained away after 
the quake, and some wells had collapsed and were totally destroyed. Besides not being properly bathed in clean 
well water, several bodies were only wrapped in old sarongs, batik material … some were even still wearing 
the clothes they had been wearing at the time, as all their other clothes were buried under the rubble. Only four 
to six men accompanied the bodies to the burial place following the earthquake, in contrast with the dozens or 
even hundreds who would ordinarily attend a funeral ceremony. There were no eulogies or prayers from any 
religious	figure.”	
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frames, and fallen trees, with only a few cattle and goat stables left intact.37 The 
view of Sriharjo, normally dense with trees, had transformed into a bright and open 
space as all the buildings had been levelled. The people’s faces, usually cheerful 
and friendly, had become sad and melancholy. No words or long conversations were 
heard between them. Some people were busy tending to the wounded. Several men 
were	moving	about	the	rubble	to	recover	bodies	or	find	valued	possessions,	such	as	
clothes, wallets, motorcycles, and even food and cooking utensils that could be used. 
They were sifting through the ruins of their own homes. Some could be seen returning 
from the hills around three to four kilometres to the east of the village, where they 
had evacuated when the rumours of a tsunami had started. Some were on foot, while 
others were on scooters carrying two or even three passengers. They appeared to be 
in extreme states of panic—their only concern had been to get as far away from the 
valley as possible. The deserted village gradually became crowded again. Together, 
villagers pushed aside the rubble from the houses to search for victims still trapped 
inside. Several villagers were found alive in the ruins.
One of the elderly residents, Atmo who was rescued from under the rubble of 
his home said:
“When the villagers around me were panicking about the tsunami and then left me under 
the ruins of my house, all I could do was to continuously pray and submit myself to fate. I 
had no hope for survival. The entire time I was buried under the rubble, I was continuously 
haunted by the images of the Aceh tsunami that I’d watched on television. I couldn’t move 
because my waist was trapped by a wall that had fallen on me. My right arm was broken, 
so there was no way I could move the framework of the house aside that was crushing me. 
When I was eventually rescued from the ruins of my home, I was very grateful. Although 
my arm was broken and hurt, I was still alive”.
That night, the village descended into complete darkness due to a total loss of 
electricity, as many substations and cables had been damaged and destroyed along 
with	the	homes.	In	addition,	kerosene	was	difficult	to	obtain	as	stores	which	had	sold	
it were also totally destroyed. Only a few lanterns were still lit, so there were few 
indications as to where people had gathered. Residents stayed together in emergency 
shelters	 constructed	 from	 debris	 that	 could	 still	 be	 used	 for	 temporary	 roofing.	
Some used corrugated iron, others utilized tarpaulins ordinarily used to dry rice and 
37 The majority of cattle and goat stables were still standing, while buildings around them were totally destroyed. 
The stables were built traditionally, using wooden posts or bamboo, and hence were able to withstand the 
shaking of the earthquake. However, homes in the community were made of brick walls without support 
beams. 
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soybeans, and still others made roofs from coconut tree fronds. Worse still, heavy 
rain drenched the village and the surrounding region that night,
With only makeshift blankets to cover themselves, the villagers slept cramped 
in emergency shelters; children shivering with cold as they hugged their friends. 
Mothers and elderly people talked together into the night because, though they were 
exhausted,	they	had	difficulty	sleeping	due	to	the	massive	shock	they	had	endured.	
In the meantime, the men and youth were patrolling the perimeters of the village 
as there were rumours of thieves roaming around, stealing valuables left in houses. 
They patrolled the village in groups, the sound of their beating on metal breaking the 
silence of the night.
Given the close proximity of Sriharjo to the epicentre of the earthquake and its 
location on the Opak fault line—the area most seriously affected by the quake—on 
the	first	day,	 aftershocks,	usually	preceded	by	a	very	 loud	boom	emanating	 from	
the earth, hit approximately every two to three minutes. As a consequence, rumours 
emerged that Sriharjo would be engulfed by the earth in the next few days. In certain 
sectors of the community, tales of the ground collapsing spread, and a state of 
continuous fear and anxiety developed. Several households with relatives elsewhere 
left for locations they considered safer. However, these evacuations did not last long, 
just two to three days, after which they returned home. One example is Pak Mardi, 
who, together with his family, was picked up by a brother who lived on the slopes 
of Mount Merapi and stayed with him for a few days. However, his family only 
remained for two days as Pak Mardi and his family were continually requesting to 
return home to Sriharjo.
“I was actually constantly thinking of my home and also my neighbours in Miri when 
I	 fled.	 It	 felt	 very	 selfish	 to	flee	 to	 another	 place	 under	 these	 circumstances.	 I’d	 rather	
be home living in tents, mingling with other families. We can’t just have fun with our 
neighbours	in	the	good	times,	but	not	want	to	be	with	them	during	the	difficult	times.	In	
addition, while in the village, we could also gradually dismantle the house and search for 
items that were still usable”.
The whereabouts of several residents was unknown, and this was a source of 
ongoing concern to the community. Most of these were victims of the earthquake 
that could not be treated in local hospitals around Yogyakarta, and were thus forced 
to	go	to	hospitals	in	various	cities	in	Central	Java.	Consequently,	it	was	difficult	for	
these victims to contact home and inform their relatives of their location. One boy, 
aged twelve, said that when the earthquake hit, his mother had broken her back and 
was immediately transported by an open backed pickup to the hospital in Bantul 
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City. His father had accompanied his mother to the hospital. However, when he 
searched the hospitals in Bantul, his parents were no longer there. A nurse said that 
they had been moved to a hospital in Yogyakarta. When the boy’s uncle tried to 
search for them in several Yogyakarta hospitals, they could not be found, as they 
had most likely been moved to another hospital in Central Java. After several days, 
the boy’s father returned and informed him that his mother was being treated in a 
military hospital in the city of Magelang.
Stories of the earthquake and the residents’ experiences are very diverse. 
Almost all of the members of the community stated they were extremely shocked 
and panicked, as they were unable to fathom what had occurred that morning. At 
the time of the earthquake, it felt as though they had lost their sanity. It was as if 
they were hypnotized by the shaking that had hit so suddenly, causing the collapse 
of their homes and other buildings. Nearly all of them told of not being able to 
stand up due to the severe quakes. As such, most had to crawl to leave their houses, 
avoiding the debris around them. Some residents said that they were unaware of what 
was happening until they suddenly found themselves outside their now-destroyed 
homes with no idea how they had gotten there. All appliances, electronic equipment, 
communications equipment, and other household appliances had been buried in the 
rubble of their homes.
Below are several accounts from the people of Sriharjo, which illustrate their 
various experiences with the earthquake. Residents who were out in the open in the 
rice	fields	 that	morning	were	able	 to	clearly	describe	 the	beginning	of	 the	quake.	
They speak it being preceded by a loud boom from underground, followed by the 
extremely loud sound of crashing, and the earth shaking beneath them. Pak Juno, a 
resident	of	Miri	who	was	in	the	rice	fields	at	the	time	of	the	earthquake,	said:
“I	was	 repairing	 the	water	 channels	 in	my	 rice	fields	 south	 of	 the	 hamlet,	 and	while	 I	
was squatting, clearing rubbish from the drains, I heard a very loud boom from the 
ground below, followed by loud noises jumbled together like the sound of a hurricane 
but mixed with several more booms. Suddenly, it felt as though someone had pushed me 
from behind and I fell into the ditch. I was annoyed and rather angry, thinking it was my 
stupid neighbour, already playing an early morning prank. I tried to get up but it was really 
difficult,	as	I	was	being	pushed	left	and	right,	over	and	over,	as	if	I	were	on	a	rocky	boat.	
After I was able to stand, I still felt the ground shaking to the left and right, undulating up 
and	down.	I	looked	over	towards	the	village,	only	two	hundred	metres	from	my	rice	fields,	
and saw the walls of my neighbours’ houses falling, accompanied by heart-wrenching 
screams	from	all	directions.	I	tried	to	run	home	but	time	after	time	I	fell	in	the	rice	fields.	
Despite	the	difficulty,	I	kept	trying	to	run	with	all	my	strength,	all	the	while	repeating	the	
name of Allah. It felt like it took hours just to get to my house. All along the way I saw my 
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neighbours’ fallen homes. Almost all of the people were crying and screaming. However, 
I didn’t pay any attention to them. I had only one thing on my mind: to get home as soon 
as I could to check on my wife and young children. When I had left home, my wife was 
already up and cooking breakfast in the kitchen, while my children were still asleep. My 
chest felt heavy and I couldn’t speak; I could only cry inside my heart. Arriving home, I 
saw it had collapsed and dust was everywhere, obscuring my vision. I seriously panicked 
as I searched for my family, feeling a mixture of sadness, fear, and annoyance. Suddenly I 
saw my wife underneath a coconut tree at the northern end of our land, hugging my three 
children, who were all crying loudly. I felt such relief to see they had survived. Only the 
smallest one had an injured leg, while the oldest was bleeding from the head. Their faces 
were unrecognizable as they were covered in dust. We sat under the coconut tree, all of us 
crying. Only when the panic had receded a little did I run over to the neighbour’s house, 
across from mine, because I heard screams coming from inside the totally demolished 
house. It seemed he had been trapped under the roof of the house when it collapsed. When 
I dismantled part of the roof, I could see him sitting protected by the collapsed roof of the 
house, but his leg was broken because a wooden beam had fallen on it. I dismantled the 
rest of the roof and quickly helped him out. It all feels like a dream when I think back on 
everything”.
Pak Wakijan, one of the informants from Sompok, whose house was crushed by 
rocks that fell from the hills above his house, also told his story:
“That	morning	I	was	just	relaxing	in	my	home,	still	thinking	about	places	to	find	grass	for	
my cattle. My wife was in the kitchen only about four metres away, boiling water to make 
tea. Suddenly my sofa began shaking furiously and the pillars and roof were groaning 
loudly and shaking from side to side. The noise was extremely loud and could be heard 
together with the sounds from the homes of my neighbours. I ran from the house, as did my 
neighbours. Some of the house panels began falling off, particularly those that were tied 
too loosely. I watched my house sway from left to right, yet because it was built simply, 
with	wooden	pillars	and	woven	bamboo	sidings,	it	did	not	collapse.	After	the	first	quake	
subsided and we’d gone back inside our homes, there was a sudden jolt that was quite 
violent. At the same time a groaning sound emanated from above my house, as the hills 
above the house shifted and began to slide. Rocks started falling into our yards. Suddenly 
there was a tremendous crash and we all screamed in fright. From the top of the hills a huge 
rock, as big as a house, rolled into my yard. We were all shocked and screaming, running 
for our lives down the slope. Only when things had calmed did we return to look at our 
homes. Several sections of our homes had been damaged by the landslide. Still afraid, 
we eventually decided to evacuate and go to the homes of relatives far from the hills. For 
safety reasons, after the earthquake we decided to move and build our homes near the river 
bank”.
Another earthquake experience was told by Pak Budio, a resident of Sriharjo 
who works as a sand miner on the Opak River:
“At	 the	 time	 I	was	 scooping	out	 sand	 from	 the	flowing	waters	 then	bringing	 it	 up	 and	
collecting it at the edge of the river. The water was quite shallow, only about half a metre 
deep. While I was squatting to scoop up the sand, suddenly I felt as if my body had been 
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flung	into	the	water	and	I	fell	headfirst	into	the	river.	I	was	being	tossed	to	and	fro,	making	
it	difficult	to	get	a	foothold	in	the	water.	For	several	moments	I	tried	to	get	up	and	stand,	
but I repeatedly fell back into the water. I saw waves about a meter high rolling on the river. 
I was carried along with the waves and began looking around, trying to compose myself. 
I was very shocked to see the riverbanks swaying from left to right, seeming to collide, 
despite the river being quite wide, around twenty metres. I could feel the water rocking 
up and down and also left to right. Moments later, around ten metres of the riverbank 
collapsed, creating a huge splash. It scared me so much that I forced myself to stand and 
run up the riverbank. I saw the trees shaking and undulating. In a short while I arrived at 
my house, as it was close to the river. All the houses, including mine, had collapsed to the 
ground. I searched for my wife and children. Then I saw them crying and hugging at the 
edge	of	the	road	near	the	rice	fields”.
The residents who had been busy along the Opak and Oyo Rivers that morning 
felt the magnitude of the waves caused by the earthquake. Pak Narju from Sompok 
was relieving himself in the Oyo River at the time. He spoke of his experience:
“At the time I was squatting in the currents of the Oyo River to relieve myself. Since my 
house is so close to the river, my neighbours and I used to feel more comfortable defecating 
in the river rather than using our toilets at home. Besides the great view, we could also 
kumkum38	in	the	flowing	waters	early	in	the	mornings.	That	morning,	there	were	several	
other residents also relieving themselves. I was squatting and smoking when, out of the 
blue, a very loud noise came up from the river. Suddenly there was a huge splash of water 
about one metre in height, followed by a swaying from left to right, which caused some 
fairly high waves to emerge. I fell into the water. I tried to get up and stand but I couldn’t 
and fell in again. All the people in the river were going through the same experience, so it 
was chaotic. Even though I was extremely scared, it was still amusing to see the behaviour 
of my friends as they were being tossed about by the waves. Even in such conditions, I had 
to laugh watching one of the people from the neighbourhood across the river repeatedly 
falling over and screaming very loudly in panic and fear. When the shaking and undulating 
had somewhat subsided and we were able to stand, we all ran straight home. There was 
no time to chat with the neighbours, as was the norm. All attention was focused on the 
condition of our own homes and families. The trip home wasn’t easy either as we were all 
in such a rush. I fell over several times along the narrow trail along the riverbank. In a state 
of extreme panic, I was trying so hard to get to the top of the riverbank that I was almost 
out of breath. When I arrived at home, I saw the terrace in front of my house had collapsed, 
but the rest of the house was still standing, as it was made of wood. None of my family had 
been trapped under the building or injured as a result of the earthquake. I felt so relieved to 
find	everyone	in	my	family	still	healthy	and	gathered	in	front	of	our	house	that	morning”.
As it was still early, many people did not have time to grab clothes and were 
still wearing the pyjamas they had worn to sleep. Several men were only wearing 
38 Kumkum	is	a	therapy	in	which	a	person	sits	or	reclines	in	flowing	water,	such	as	a	river	or	deep	water	channel,	
to reduce internal body temperature. Singarimbun (1976) noted that the residents of Sriharjo also routinely 
practiced kumkum as a traditional birth control method. Kumkum therapy is purported to reduce a man’s desire 
for sex. 
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underwear and sarongs because the temperature had actually been very hot and they 
had not worn clothes to bed that night. Pak Wanto, one of my informants from Miri, 
said that the previous night it was his turn for the neighbourhood watch, and thus his 
house was the security post that night. It was almost 3:00 a.m. when his friends went 
home after patrolling the neighbourhood:
”I was feeling so sleepy at the time that I went straight to sleep in my bed in the front of 
my house, with a only a sarong to cover me. Not long after I was shaken and immediately 
jumped up and ran into the yard. In fact, the shocks became increasingly stronger, followed 
by	the	collapse	of	my	house	and	the	dust	flew	everywhere	obscuring	my	view.	Everything	
went	dark	as	dust	mixed	with	chalk,	dirt	and	cement	and	flew	all	around.	Fortunately	my	
wife	and	all	of	my	children	were	already	outside	when	my	house	finally	fell	to	the	ground”.
After the earthquake, the atmosphere rapidly went dark as the dust from the 
collapsed	walls	filled	the	air.	According	to	informants,	the	earthquake	did	not	strike	
once,	but	in	waves,	causing	buildings	that	were	still	standing	after	the	first	quake	to	
collapse as a result of tremors that ensued every one or two minutes. Many victims 
died	not	as	a	result	of	the	first	quake,	but	because	of	these	ensuing	quakes	that	caused	
walls and houses to collapse. In fact, some victims died when they re-entered their 
homes to help family members or to gather possessions that were still left inside and 
further tremors caused the houses and walls to collapse on top of them. One such 
death	was	detailed	by	a	village	official	 in	Sriharjo	who	had	 lost	a	 son	during	 the	
quake. His son was a fourth semester student at a private university in Yogyakarta.
“At the time I had already risen. After early morning prayers, I was sitting in the guest room 
watching TV. My wife was in the kitchen boiling water for breakfast. All of a sudden I was 
shocked to hear an incredibly loud booming sound and I immediately felt the ground below 
my feet shake violently. We panicked. My son was still asleep, so as we were running 
from the house we were calling out to him. Finally we all made it outside and we stood in 
the yard watching the earth shake, causing sections of buildings to begin collapsing, with 
roof tiles falling, and several walls starting to crack and shake. My house was quite old, 
having been built in 1984, but I had renovated some sections. After the tremors subsided, 
we were relieved and prepared to salvage the parts of the house that could still be saved. 
However, without warning a second violent quake struck and with that my house began 
to collapse. After it collapsed dust billowed out, and we ran to distance ourselves from 
the	house	and	find	safety	in	an	open	space	on	the	road	in	front	of	our	house.	Suddenly	we	
heard a cry for help coming from the ruins of our house. We realized that my eldest son 
had quietly re-entered our home. My youngest child said he had gone back in to get his 
mobile phone, which he’d left in his room. When the following quake hit, he had no chance 
to save himself. We all screamed his name and ran over to the ruins of our house. After 
removing some building materials I found him dead, trapped under a beam from the frame 
of our house. You can’t imagine the devastation I felt at that moment. I was trembling and 
so weak that I had no energy left to lift the body of my son. The same condition was seen 
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in my wife and our other children, who could only cry, howling as we looked at my eldest 
child stretched out stiff under the rubble”.
Mbah Warti, a 70 year old, said that he was asleep in a room at the rear of his 
house at the time of the earthquake. His wife and one of his grandchildren, living 
with them at the time, were asleep in a centre room, while his unmarried son was 
sleeping in a room at the front. Prior to the earthquake, he had actually woken up to 
do his early morning prayers, but as he was still sleepy, he went back to sleep:
“At the time, I was totally unaware of the quake. It felt like a dream in which someone was 
throwing sand on me. When I was half awake, I realized it wasn’t a dream. I tried to jump 
out of bed and stand but I fell repeatedly. When I was almost completely awake, I looked 
around in the complete darkness full of billowing dust. At the same time, I heard my wife 
screaming out my name. I crawled slowly holding onto the wall that was beginning to crack 
and followed the wall of my house as it shook left and right, and began to fall down on top 
of me. At the time I had no idea in which section of the house I was. All was dark and I 
could only hear a rumbling mixed with other sounds, including screams for help from all 
directions. Several times, my feet were hit by rubble from the walls but I continued to try to 
get out of the house, praying all the while. Finally I was out of the house, but I had actually 
gone out the back of the house, which had already collapsed. When I was out, I heard the 
voices of my wife and son crying and calling out my name. I answered immediately and 
said that I was at the back of the house. It was still dark outside and dust was everywhere 
so	I	could	not	see	where	my	wife	and	son	were.	They	finally	ran	over	to	me	and	we	were	
able to gather together at the back of our house that was now levelled to the ground. All 
that was left was the wooden frame scattered over a pile of building rubble”.
After Mbah Warti told his story, his son elaborated:
“I have no idea how my father was able to get out of the ruins of the house that had almost 
totally collapsed. His leg was injured and sprained, though it was not broken. It felt like 
an incredible miracle of God because I myself witnessed the house gradually crumbling in 
stages while my father was still inside. At the time I had given up hope and thought there 
was no way he could still be alive. I am eternally grateful to our Lord when I remember 
what happened”.
Official	village	records	indicate	that	a	great	majority	of	the	victims	who	died	
or were critically injured were women, the elderly, children and infants. In general, 
the women of the village did not return to bed after the morning prayers, but went 
directly to the kitchen to begin cooking breakfast for their children before school. 
Meanwhile, the children and infants were generally still asleep. Almost all women 
informants said that they were in the kitchen when the earthquake struck; women 
generally became victims when they re-entered their homes to save those children 
who were still asleep.
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Pak Sujak, age 46, said that his wife was cooking in the kitchen and the children 
were still asleep when the earthquake hit. His wife ran out of the house immediately. 
When the earthquake seemed to have stopped, she went inside the house (which had 
not	collapsed	from	the	first	earthquake)	to	get	her	youngest	child.	She	did	not	to	find	
the child, as Pak Sujak had already taken the seven-year-old through the back of 
the house. Not long after his wife went back inside, further tremors led to the house 
collapsing with her still inside. Pak Sujak was devastated, but tried to hold back his 
tears.
Impacts of the Earthquake
The immediate impact on village infrastructure and facilities
The earthquake of May 2006 killed at least 5,716 people in Yogyakarta, injured 
37,927 people, destroyed 240,396 houses, and disrupted local economic activities. 
Assessment conducted in early June 2006 indicated reported Rp 29.1 trillion (US$3.1 
billion) in damage and losses. Bantul in Yogyakarta and Klaten in Central Java were 
the worst affected. Bantul had the most victims: 4,570 dead, 12,160 seriously injured, 
and approximately 50,000 light injuries. There were 271 deaths in Sleman, 204 in the 
city of Yogyakarta, 22 in Kulon Progo, and 88 in Gunung Kidul. Injuries numbered in 
the thousands (National Disaster Management Board (BNPB) - Yogyakarta Special 
Region, 2007).
A survey conducted by the Java Reconstruction Fund (JRF) in May 2007 (JRF, 
2007: 1–2) estimated that the earthquake had caused losses of Rp 9 quintillion (USD 
1 billion) to the economic production sectors in the Yogyakarta Special Region and 
nine regencies in Central Java. The greatest loss occurred in the industrial sectors of 
Bantul and Klaten, the two districts that suffered the most damage. The earthquake 
stopped the activities of around 30,000 small to mid-level enterprises, with several 
being totally destroyed. These businesses employed more than 650,000 workers. 
Around 121,000 people lost their jobs, including 54,000 in Klaten and 32,000 in 
Bantul. This does not include the number of people who lost their jobs in several 
other regions in the area. The number of people living below the poverty line in 
Yogyakarta Special Region increased to 66,792 people, including 14,000 in Klaten 
(Central Java) and 24,000 in Bantul. The Gross Regional Domestic Product in 
Klaten	and	Bantul	experienced	a	significant	decline.	The	sector	that	experienced	the	
worst	losses	was	finance	(-7%).	Despite	this	situation,	a	year	after	the	earthquake,	
the	 production	 sector	 showed	 significant	 increases	 in	 the	 construction	 (13%)	 and	
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service (7%) sectors. The increase in both sectors were related to a sharp increase in 
building construction after the earthquake and an increase in the number of visitors 
and aid that entered the region (JRF, 2007: 5).
Sriharjo had a large number of earthquake victims, including eighty-seven 
killed and almost a thousand suffering light or serious injuries. Most victims died 
in the hamlets of Pelemadu, Jati, Gondosuli, Miri and Sungapan. The number of 
victims indicates a relationship—although not an absolute one—with the level of 
building destruction in each hamlet. The worst damage occurred in Pelemadu (282 
buildings destroyed), followed by Jati, Mojohuru and Miri Hamlets. Comparing 
Sompok and Miri, the latter suffered greater damage and a higher death toll than the 
former. Overall, around 1,554 houses and buildings were totally destroyed, and the 
remainder	had	superficial	damage.	Many	houses	that	initially	had	only	slight	damage	
later became more seriously damaged by the aftershocks. Similarly, the number of 
victims increased over the ensuing months as people succumbed to injuries they had 
sustained. Some who had sustained serious injuries were paralyzed or unable to walk 
due to broken bones.
For	 several	 days	 after	 the	 earthquake,	 office,	 school	 and	 income-earning	
activities ceased completely. School buildings were totally wrecked, so children did 
not attend school, but stayed near the ruins of their homes. This was also the case 
for	office	workers	and	industrial	labourers,	whose	work	places	had	also	been	ruined.	
Market traders were unable to operate as market buildings in Imogiri, Bantul, and 
other	 areas	 had	 collapsed.	 Sriharjo’s	 village	 office	 and	 the	 Imogiri	Health	Clinic	
II,	also	located	in	Sriharjo,	suffered	serious	damage.	The	village	head	and	officials	
opened	 a	makeshift	 office	 to	 serve	 the	 community	 in	 front	 of	 the	 village	 head’s	
home. Here they were able to serve the people and visitors with information and data 
regarding	earthquake	damage;	the	makeshift	office	also	served	as	a	post	to	receive	
aid at the village level. At the time I arrived at the village head’s home around 10:00 
p.m., I observed that the village head was still serving visitors who took turns seeing 
him. Some came to ask for data on damage and victims, others came to donate, and 
others came to collect donated goods to distribute in their hamlets. The village head 
was	assisted	by	other	village	officials	working	in	shifts.	On	the	left	side	of	his	home,	
a tent had been erected by a Yogyakarta university, while another tent had been set up 
in front of the house by volunteers from Jakarta. Everyone was busy taking notes and 
dispersing aid to numerous hamlets. Besides the volunteers, various government and 
private institutions were frequently requesting data from the village administration. 
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When the situation had calmed somewhat, the village head—looking exhausted—
explained:
“I have been up since early morning and haven’t rested at all. I haven’t even had time 
to bathe or change clothes. Visitors are arriving continuously. There’s no end to this. We 
have to write down all aid that comes in, distribute it then write down what has been 
distributed,	and	at	the	same	time	report	to	our	superiors.	Fortunately,	our	village	officials	
are working very well together. They have been tireless from morning to night. In addition, 
the assistance given by volunteers and university students has meant a lot to us”.
Almost all regions of Sriharjo were affected by the earthquake. Of the thirteen 
hamlets that make up Sriharjo, nine were almost totally destroyed, including Miri, 
Jati, Mojohuro, Gondosuli, Dogongan, Trukan, Pelemadu, Ketos and Sungapan. One 
hamlet—Ngrancah—was seriously damaged, but not to the extent of nine previously-
mentioned	hamlets.	Three	other	hamlets,	specifically	those	situated	in	the	hills	east	
of the village and further away from the quake’s epicentre— Pengkol, Sompok and 
Kedung Miri (formally known as Wunut—did not sustain serious damage, though 
some houses collapsed. In general, the regions closest to the junction of the Opak 
and Oyo Rivers sustained the most damage. 
The earthquake destroyed various facilities and infrastructure in Sriharjo. The 
village administration complex and meeting hall were seriously damaged, and the 
village	marketplace	to	the	west	of	the	offices	was	flattened.	The	mosques	and	prayer	
rooms in all nine hamlets, and a Christian church in Miri, were totally destroyed. 
A total of twenty-six places of worship were completely destroyed; though they 
were relatively new, mostly built after the 1990s, they were not strong enough to 
withstand the earthquake.
In terms of transportation infrastructure, roads were damaged in many places, 
especially those near drains and rivers. Some sections of irrigation canals collapsed, 
as did several sections of the Opak and Oyo Riverbanks. Furthermore, there were 
landslides from the cliffs overhanging the settlements in the eastern parts of Sriharjo, 
in particular in Sompok and Miri. These landslides entered the yards of the residents; 
some also fell onto houses, though they did not cause serious damage and no lives 
were lost as a result of the landslides. As some yards were covered in rocks and soil 
from the landslides, several houses had to be emptied and relocated to safer locations. 
Also, the bridge that connected the east and west regions of Sriharjo was cracked 
in several sections. The foundation of Siluk Bridge, which is situated in the south 
of Sriharjo and connects the districts of Bantul and Gunung Kidul, dropped almost 
40 centimetres. The bamboo (sesek) bridge connecting Imogiri and Pundong Sub-
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Districts, located in Pelemadu Hamlet, was totally destroyed. The road to Sompok 
and Wunut had fallen in to the Oyo River, almost severing the transportation route 
between the western and eastern parts of Sriharjo.
Table 5.1 Deaths and damage to buildings caused by the earthquake, as officially reported39
Hamlet
Number of 
Victims
Physical Damage to Buildings
Serious 
(Berat)
Medium 
(Sedang)
Light (Ringan)
Undamaged 
(Tidak Rusak)
Miri 7 185 26 3 0
Jati 14 227 7 2 0
Mojohuro 8 191 6 8 0
Pelemadu 40 282 6 2 0
Gondosuli 8 125 2 1 0
Sungapan 7 100 12 1 0
Dogongan 3 129 14 0 0
Trukan 3 182 6 11 0
Ketos 0 26 24 65 0
Ngrancah 0 42 20 90 0
Pengkol 0 14 15 37 0
Sompok 1 36 53 119 0
Wunut 0 15 43 66 0
Total 91 1,554 234 405 0
Source: Sriharjo Village Community Group in collaboration with the District Management Consultant Bantul, May 2006
The number of fatalities resulting from the earthquake, and the extent of damage 
to	buildings	as	officially	reported,	are	shown	in	Table 5.1. The public facilities that 
sustained damage were the buildings made of bricks. These facilities were not very 
old, mostly having been constructed less than twenty years previously. This could 
be	seen,	 for	 instance,	 in	 the	damage	 to	 the	village	administrative	offices	 (built	 in	
1975) and the junior high school building (built in 1994). The majority of school 
buildings in Sriharjo were Presidentially Decreed Schools (Sekolah Inpres) built in 
the 1980s. In general, construction of these buildings did not use steel reinforcement 
in the building framework. The Inpres schools were built en masse and, as a result, 
39	 These	figures	may	be	somewhat	exaggerated,	as	the	report	is	part	of	the	process	of	negotiating	government	
assistance. In some hamlets as Pengkol, Sompok and Wunut, most of the buildings were still standing strong.
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the quality was very low. Since the school buildings were inexpensive, they used low 
quality wood for roof struts, windows and doors. Likewise, walls and foundations 
used unbalanced cement and sand mixtures and suffered from shoddy workmanship; 
as common in Indonesia, building contractors used poorer quality materials on 
government	 buildings	 to	 ensure	 greater	 profits	 from	 these	 projects.	 When	 the	
earthquake struck Sriharjo, almost all of these school buildings collapsed, whereas 
private buildings that had been constructed with materials of a higher grade were 
able to withstand the quakes much better.
The immediate impact on houses
Besides fatalities and injuries, the worst impact of the earthquake was on 
houses and households. The majority of houses collapsed, leaving nothing but 
mounds of rubble, as did boundary walls and even trees on the land. The level of 
damage sustained by each hamlet is shown in Table 5.1. Similar to the earthquake’s 
effects on government facilities, the level of damage to homes was primarily due to 
the low quality of building materials and techniques used in construction. Design 
and appearance, rather than quality, was prioritized. One of my neighbours whose 
house was totally destroyed said that he had built his house by arisan (a traditional 
community rotating credit system), with a group of friends who worked as 
construction workers in Yogyakarta. Each person would donate one bag of cement, 
collecting	a	 total	of	five	bags	each	week.	With	 these	five	bags,	every	Sunday	 the	
men would take turns building a house for a member of the group, until after a 
few months the houses were complete. The priority was for a modern, minimalist 
building design with a fence of unplastered cement blocks. In general, the houses 
did not have steel reinforcement, or if they did, it was very minimal and far below 
standard. One informant, Pak Pajo, said:
“The houses built by arisan were of a lower quality. Besides the bad cement mix, they 
only used 8 mm reinforcement steel and only for the columns at the ends of the walls. 
They didn’t even use any steel to tie in the roof-support tresses. In this way, costs were 
kept to a minimum but the house still looked good. Almost all houses in the village that 
used gunung-gunungan	 (a	 peaked	 roofing	 style)	 did	 not	 use	 reinforcement	 steel	 in	 the	
construction.	Therefore,	during	the	earthquake,	the	first	thing	that	collapsed	was	the	roof	
tresses. Eventually the roofs also fell in as they no longer had support beams. After the 
roofs and frameworks collapsed, the whole buildings automatically collapsed. The non-
tressed	peak-roofed	houses	were	developed	quite	 recently,	 in	 the	 last	five	years,	 in	 line	
with the development of minimalist house designs in metropolitan areas, particularly in 
housing estates. As construction workers, we are already used to building this design of 
house, only the quality of the houses we build for ourselves differs from the minimalist 
houses in the city”.
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The majority of permanent houses in Sriharjo were built in the early years of 
the New Order. At the time, the trend was to build houses of brick to replace the 
older houses that had been built of wood and woven bamboo. Buildings constructed 
in the early and mid-New Order, and even towards the end, were mostly built with 
red bricks laid with a limited amount of cement and lacking steel reinforcement. 
They were often unrendered, or, if rendered, used a low quality mix of sand and a 
little cement. The roof beams were made of inferior quality wood, supporting a roof 
of bamboo struts and roof tiles. Most of the houses that were completely destroyed 
were built prior to the 1990s. With the end of the New Order, a minimalist building 
style of small buildings made of bricks or cement blocks that reached to the roof40 
developed in urban areas, especially housing estates. Soon afterwards, the building 
trend reached Sriharjo. Unfortunately, the building quality was very poor. This type 
of construction should use good quality cement mixes for strength. However, the 
majority of minimalist buildings built in Sriharjo only used cement blocks stacked 
up to the roof. Hence, when the earthquake struck, the rigid walls built in this manner 
were susceptible to even the smallest of tremors.
Sriharjo was so quickly affected by urban building trends because of residents 
who worked as construction workers in the city. In addition to earning a living in 
the city, they were also able to bring new building concepts to the village. However, 
in	view	of	 the	financial	constraints	 to	building	houses	 in	accordance	with	correct	
building	standards,	 they	modified	 the	building	materials	used.	For	example,	 there	
were still many two-storey houses that only used very thin steel reinforcements in 
the cement work, around 8 or 12 millimetres. It is therefore no surprise that almost 
all these houses collapsed when they were struck by the earthquake. This was also 
the case with boundary walls around yards, in particular those alongside roads that 
had been erected during the early New Order in preparation for the village level 
competitions of 1978. One assessment in these competitions was for the cleanliness 
and neatness of residents’ yards. In light of this, many residents, working with their 
neighbours, began building boundary walls made of bricks and cement blocks. As 
often occurs with government initiatives, this was a hurried order handed down from 
superiors. As such, residents also responded hastily, building the walls no matter 
how shoddy the workmanship.
40	 For	the	people	of	Sriharjo,	a	minimalist	building	is	defined	as	having	walls	that	rise	up	to	the	roof	tiles.	Rooms	
are small and the base of the roof is directly attached to the top of the walls that are sloped corresponding to 
the roof. The triangular tops of the walls are called gunung gunung (mountain peaks) because they resemble 
mountain peaks. Building expenses can be almost halved by building a minimalist home. 
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The houses that did not completely collapse, but could no longer be used, were 
made of brick joined, or semi-joined, by cement beams reinforced with very thin or 
sub-standard quality steel. These buildings had tiled roofs and were generally built 
after the 1990s, during the metropolitan development trend of building homes with 
slabs of cement or steel.
As mentioned before, buildings constructed in villages during the New Order 
were relatively large with brick walls, but of relatively low and even inferior quality. 
This led to the gradual disappearance of the traditional Javanese houses, which 
were generally constructed using support beams of wood and walls of wood or 
woven bamboo. Ironically these Javanese traditional houses are able to withstand 
earthquakes far better than the inferior-quality cement houses. This provides a clear 
example of how ‘development’ can not only bring about improvement, but also risk 
and hazard.
During the period immediately following the earthquake, people were still 
traumatized and occupied with trying to salvage belongings from the remnants of the 
buildings. In several households, family members started to sift through their homes 
in search of clothing, money and other valued possessions. Most were dependent on 
the external aid distributed to each of the hamlets. They were not lacking in food, 
as the public kitchens that were set up in each RT received continuous supplies of 
food from each household, as well as external sources. There was an oversupply 
of noodles, eggs, vegetables, and pre-cooked and packaged rice meals donated, 
and these were not well-utilized. Similarly, there was an overabundance of used 
clothing donated, and clothes deemed unsuitable were piled up everywhere. One of 
the women said:
“How am I supposed to wear these clothes when they are much too small and in such 
bad condition? And they’ve all been dumped in a big pile, all mixed together without 
being	sorted	into	any	order,	so	it’s	really	difficult	to	find	anything	I	want.	Actually,	I	need	
underwear more than anything. Not only that, when I tried on one of the donated house 
dresses, I started itching all over. So I’d rather wear my own clothes by searching for them 
in	the	rubble	of	my	house	to	find	them	and	then	washing	them.”
Used clothing donations can occasionally be of help to the general community. 
However, when there is an imbalance between the clothes donated and the needs 
of the people, such donations can become a burden on the local people. Numerous 
clothes were piled up in the open air, under rain and sun, disrupting the cleanliness 
and	appearance	of	 the	area.	 In	 this	 type	of	crisis,	 the	most	necessary	and	flexible	
form of aid is, in fact, money, with which people can purchase various needs such as 
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medicine, properly sized underwear, fuel, and repair their motorcycle. However, in 
practice, very few donors (whether large or small, international or local) are willing 
to distribute money to disaster victims.
The earthquake halted all social and economic activity in the community. 
Men’s and women’s rotating credit association gatherings (arisan) and activities—
including those of the Ten House Women’s Group (Dasa Wisma), Family Welfare 
Empowerment Group (Pendidikan Kesejahteraan Keluarga, or PKK), Community 
Nutrition groups (Taman Gizi)—stopped completely. Similarly, religious activities, 
such as routine home prayer groups held on Monday and Thursday evenings, men’s 
prayer groups at the mosques, and children’s religious studies at the mosques were 
temporarily halted during the disaster period. Likewise, religious activities connected 
to lifecycles such as birth, circumcision, marriage and death ceremonies were also 
postponed. A wedding ceremony scheduled for the day after the earthquake was 
cancelled. The earthquake destroyed both social activities and the equipment and the 
facilities used to carry out the activities; tents, mats, metal chairs, crockery, glasses, 
and spoons were crushed as the buildings in which they were kept collapsed.
The immediate impact on the agricultural sector
The earthquake had a devastating impact on the agricultural sector in a number 
of ways, particularly through damage to facilities and infrastructure in Miri. In 
Sompok,	agricultural	activity	could	be	continued	without	 significant	 interruptions	
or changes; for this reason this section will focus on Miri. Irrigation channels were 
seriously	damaged,	which	in	turn	disrupted	water	supplies	to	the	rice	fields.	Secondly,	
at the time of the earthquake, hardly any residents had time to think about their rice 
fields	as	 they	were	mostly	 focused	on	 the	earthquake’s	 impact	 in	 the	settlements.	
Only	a	week	 later	did	 they	begin	returning	 to	 the	fields.	Some	of	 the	rice	needed	
harvesting and secondary crops were also ready. In this manner, residents were able 
to have food reserves for their families. In the initial stages following the earthquake, 
crop yields and food reserves from each household, including rice, secondary crops, 
and vegetables, were brought to the temporary evacuee tents. Without thought as to 
how much each household possessed, everything was brought to the public kitchens 
and tents that had been erected in various locations. This is an indication of the close 
solidarity fostered within the community, especially during such times of crisis. This 
also	meant	that	food	reserves	in	each	household	decreased	significantly.
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Though the earthquake placed a heavy burden on the people of this community, 
this burden was not prolonged. Gradually, life began to return to a semblance of 
how it had been before the earthquake. In fact, people did not just wait for aid to 
arrive, they took various measures to endure and survive. Despite the sadness which 
permeated the atmosphere after the earthquake, a number of residents returned to 
work,	checking	their	rice	fields	and	harvesting	the	produce	that	was	most	urgently	in	
need	of	harvesting.	As	mentioned	by	one	resident	whom	I	met	in	his	rice	field	south	
of the hamlet:
“What’s the point of staying in the crowded evacuation centre? Better to be here, in my 
rice	fields,	where	I	have	much	more	to	do.	Let	the	youth	organize	the	aid	coming	in.	When	
I	am	at	home,	I	am	stressed	to	see	the	house	flattened.	My	chest	tightens	up	with	sadness.	
When	I	am	in	the	fields,	aside	from	being	able	to	work,	I	can	also	get	some	fresh	air.	I	can	
find	relief,	and	forget	the	sadness	and	burdens	of	this	life—	a	little”.
Meanwhile,	others	decide	to	return	to	their	fields	and	harvest	their	crops	so	that	
they could contribute food to others. Pak July who works as a farmer in Miri said:
“I’ve	 just	 returned	 from	 harvesting	 long	 beans	 and	 chillies	 in	 the	 fields	 north	 of	Miri	
Hamlet. I’ve come back with quite a lot, 10 kilograms of long beans and 15 kilograms 
of chillies. I shared the entire harvest with the Miri Wetan and Miri Kulon Disaster 
Coordination Posts. They immediately cooked them for the evening meal. Not bad at all. 
Rather	than	leaving	them	in	the	fields,	it’s	better	to	pick	them	and	donate	them	to	the	local	
people. At least tonight, we can eat beans for dinner together. If we have to rely only on the 
donated pre-packaged rice meals, we get bored. In addition to being the same menu every 
time, sometimes by the time it gets to us, it tastes bad. We prefer eating our own foods as 
the taste is more suited to our palates”.
However, going back to work was not as easy as before. Many peasants did 
not	till	the	rice	fields	at	this	time,	as	much	of	their	equipment	was	still	buried	under	
the	 rubble,	 and	 only	 a	 few	 people	 had	 gone	 back	 to	 their	 fields	 after	 the	 quake.	
Some	peasants	were	still	grieving	and	not	yet	motivated	to	return	to	the	fields.	One	
informant I met three days after the earthquake explained:
“I	am	still	reluctant	to	go	back	to	the	fields.	My	heart	is	heavy,	and	there	are	still	so	many	
problems	on	my	mind,	so	if	I	were	to	go	and	work	in	the	fields,	such	as	ploughing	the	earth,	
or something else, I would still feel memeng (reluctant). This feeling of extreme reluctance 
keeps	me	from	working	the	rice	fields. Just seeing the condition of a house such as this 
makes	me	feel	so	sad.	Better	to	calm	my	heart	at	home	first,	while	I	clear	the	rubble	of	my	
house	and	buildings.	Later	on,	when	I	am	feeling	calmer,	then	I’ll	go	to	the	fields”.
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The immediate impact of the earthquake on work in non-agricultural 
sectors
Similar to activities in the agricultural sector, activities in all non-agricultural 
sectors (production, trade and services) in Miri also halted completely in the days 
following the earthquake. There were also some interruptions to non-farm activities in 
Sompok, but these were short-lived; this section therefore, like the previous section, 
will focus on Miri. As we have seen in Chapter 3, non-agricultural production was 
very diverse, including charcoal manufacturing; palm sugar production; traditional 
food micro-industries, such as fried crackers (krupuk), peanut crackers (peyek), soya 
bean cakes (tempeh), bean curd tofu (tahu), and melinjo chips; and small handicraft 
production, such as needle work, embroidery, bead manufacture, and bag making. 
Trade activities include shopkeeping, small scale enterprises selling traditional 
drinks and snacks, including sweet traditional drinks, such as salome, cimol, cireng, 
and es puter; selling small cakes around the village; selling bread from mobile carts; 
selling meatballs, chicken noodles, and also poultry at the Imogiri market; and 
selling	firewood,	charcoal	and	other	products.	In	addition,	there	is	non-agricultural	
wage employment as construction and factory workers, shop assistants and other 
private sector employment.
In the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, almost all these non-agricultural 
activities in Miri ceased. The majority of residents were busy at home, dismantling 
and removing rubble while searching for possessions that could still be utilized. In 
addition, some people were busy taking care of families or relatives who were still 
in hospital, accompanying the injured for treatment, and conducting other activities. 
Some people were experiencing severe symptoms of trauma and stress as a result of 
the earthquake and were barely capable of any activities. One such person, Mbah 
Sumo, a 75-year-old man who usually manufactured charcoal, had lost his wife and 
grandchild in the disaster. For several days after the quake, he was motionless, lost 
deep in thought, and not wanting to do anything. He would not even eat, leaving the 
food brought to him by a child or a neighbour untouched. One neighbour said:
”Since the earthquake, Mbah Sumo hasn’t wanted to do anything at all. Every day, he is 
just motionless, lost in thought, and silent. He won’t answer when he is spoken to. He is 
sad, having been left by his wife and a grandchild they had been looking after for his son, 
while he and his wife worked in Jakarta. He blames himself for the death of his beloved 
grandchild. At the time of the quake, his wife and grandchild were in the house, while 
Mbah Sumo had gone down to the river to relieve himself. He cried out with guilt when 
he saw the house seriously damaged and collapse on top of his wife and grandchild. After 
the neighbours helped remove and bury their bodies, it was as if his voice and his passion 
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for life were lost. He didn’t want to work at all after the earthquake. Now, he is mostly just 
silent, staring off vacantly”.
As previously explained, the majority of Miri households depend partly on their 
members’ non-agricultural activities in both the village and the city. The earthquake 
totally disrupted and stopped all these activities. The production of snack foods and 
palm sugar ceased completely as production equipment and ingredients had been 
destroyed under the broken buildings. One informant, Bu Musam, who made a snack 
food known as salome which she generally sold to schools, explained:
”I haven’t been able to make or sell salome since the earthquake. The equipment to make 
the salome, including my stove, pans, and other utensils, was destroyed when my kitchen 
collapsed. The same happened to my bicycle, which I normally ride around when selling 
salome. It was crushed under the house wall. So, since then, I haven’t been able to make 
or sell salome. Our livelihood, which is very important to us, has been lost because of the 
earthquake. Meanwhile, my husband is also unable to work as a construction worker in 
the city of Yogyakarta. I don’t know when I will be able to trade again, but I am planning 
to begin selling again as our income of around 30,000 rupiah is quite substantial for us to 
live on”.
The earthquake also destroyed the kitchen which Bu Lasti used to manufacture 
coconut palm sugar. Almost all of her equipment was crushed when a kitchen wall 
fell in. Bu Lasi was the only palm sugar manufacturer still operating in the Miri at the 
time. She tells how her business stopped completely after the earthquake:
”That morning, my husband was still at home preparing to climb the coconut trees to collect 
the sap. I was boiling water for tea. The bamboo container for storing the sap was ready 
in	the	kitchen,	as	well	as	the	sugar	palm	fibre	to	cover	the	coconut	flowers	and	the	knife	
that he always took when climbing up the coconut tree. Suddenly the earthquake struck, 
and unfortunately the kitchen wall fell directly on top of my husband’s equipment and it 
was destroyed along with the utensils for making the palm sugar, which were also near the 
collapsed wall. Luckily, we were able to run out of the house, and we survived without any 
injuries. However, since the earthquake, my husband has been busy helping neighbours 
trapped under their houses, and I have also been busy running here and there helping my 
neighbours.	Even	now,	almost	five	days	on,	I	haven’t	thought	about	making	palm	sugar.	
My husband is still not ready to start climbing coconut trees again. He says he is still 
memeng (reluctant). Therefore, my enterprise has totally ceased since the earthquake. I 
haven’t thought about when we will begin again”.
Similarly, other production activities also ceased due to loss of equipment 
owing to the collapse of residents’ homes. One mother, who normally made and sold 
tempeh, laughed bitterly as she said:
”I was just preparing to go to the market that morning. I had brought quite a lot of tempeh 
to sell. Without any warning, the earthquake hit, and the veranda of my house collapsed 
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right where I had placed the tempeh. In the end, all the tempeh that was ready to sell was 
crushed and destroyed, mixed with dust from the debris of the wall”.
One construction worker, Pak Wakdi, who had worked in Yogyakarta all of his 
life, told me while he was dismantling part of his collapsed house:
”Actually, the housing development project near the city of Yogyakarta where I worked was 
almost complete. However, the houses were all hit by the earthquake, and damaged quite 
seriously. I heard news that the construction boss asked us to take time off temporarily, until 
the situation was more conducive. That’s why I am no longer working as a construction 
worker in Yogyakarta. I am also busy with my house that was totally destroyed. There’s no 
possibility	for	me	to	work	in	the	city	again.	I	have	no	idea	how	long	it	will	take	to	finish	
clearing the debris”.
Several other informants stated that they would not live in their homes for a 
while, and stayed with relatives in Sriharjo while clearing away the debris from the 
collapsed buildings. Nevertheless, they did not think they would be able stay long in 
the village, as they could not rely on income from village activities.
Earthquake Response Management
I have illustrated the devastating effects of the earthquake and its immediate 
impacts on the peoples’ lives of the people. Here, I will describe the various responses 
that emerged during the aftermath of the crisis. One key difference between villagers’ 
experience of the 1998 krismon and the 2006 earthquake is the large number of 
external agencies – government and private, domestic and foreign – which provided 
support	to	earthquake	victims.	I	will	first	discuss	these	external	responses,	involving	
the government and other institutions as the main actors responding to the disaster. 
Then I will discuss the internal responses, those coming from within the community 
itself, which also includes the dynamics of internal responses to external assistance.
Government response
Government support for the reconstruction and rehabilitation of settlements was 
implemented in an approach that focused on a model of community empowerment 
through government support. Based on Presidential Decree No. 9 of 2006, a 
regional rehabilitation and reconstruction coordination team for the provinces of 
Yogyakarta and Central Java, headed by the Governor of Yogyakarta, was formed 
with Gubernatorial Decree No. 2/TIM/2006. Quick action was needed during the 
rehabilitation and reconstruction stages, particularly in the crucial area of housing, 
especially in the distribution of aid to reconstruct and repair homes. The aim was to 
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distribute aid to rebuild homes in a careful and organized manner and thus ensure 
fundamental equality and justice for all. The inability to provide equal and fair aid 
could	mean	horizontal	conflict	within	 local	communities	and	social	disintegration	
caused by uninformed or seemingly unfair decisions made over (for example) 
unbalanced aid distribution; contested assets; or disparities in priorities. Another 
factor to be considered was the existence of parties that used the situation for their 
own gain; this could include manipulation of land, unscrupulous brokering, and 
intimidation in those communities affected by the earthquake.
The delegation of governmental roles can be viewed in the orderly and systematic 
manner in which activities were planned. Duties were delegated as follows: (a) Public 
Works Department: To take inventory of damage to infrastructure and amenities and 
to normalize their functions; (b) Social Department: To provide social aid and ensure 
aid	supplies	remained	sufficient;	(c)	Health	Department:	To	ensure	the	inventory	of	
needed medicine and medical/para-medical practitioners and to carry out coordination 
and observation within the health sector; (d) Indonesian Armed Forces (TNI): To 
ensure the coordination of transportation and aid distribution support and to assist 
with sanitation and cleaning. (e) Indonesian Police Force (Polri): To ensure security 
and protection of affected areas; (f) Red Cross Indonesia (PMI): To coordinate 
victim/survivor assistance; (g) Meteorological and Geophysics Agency (BMG): To 
monitor for earthquakes; (h) Department of Foreign Affairs: To monitor foreign aid; 
(i) National Search and Rescue Agency (Basarnas): To coordinate SAR and prepare 
rescue helicopter infrastructure for evacuations; (j) Department of Energy and 
Mineral Resources (ESDM): To provide fuel and electricity supplies, and provide 
information regarding geological aspects of the disaster (Bakornas PB, 2006). Table 
5.2 shows the government’s matrix for the different activities to be undertaken over 
a 24-month period covering the three phases of emergency response, rehabilitation 
and reconstruction.
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Table 5.2 Post-Earthquake Disaster Solidarity 27 May 2007 in Sriharjo
Emergency Response 
(Month 1–2) 
Rehabilitation 
(Month 2–12) 
Reconstruction 
(Month 7–24) 
Objectives:
Saving Lives:
a. Emergency response
b. Setting up public kitchen
c. Rescuing survivors still alive
d. Clearing building debris
e. Providing temporary housing
f. Setting up temporary field 
hospitals
g. Set up refugee tents
h. Set up aid distribution posts
Objectives:
Choice of minimum service 
standards for example in:
a. Public services
b. Basic social services
c. Basic infrastructure and 
amenities
d. Recovery of economic 
facilities
e. Rebuilding housing estates
f. Psychological rehabilitation
Objectives:
Reconstruction of all systems, 
including:
a. Economic system (production, 
trade, banking)
b. Transportation systems
c. Telecommunications systems
d. Social and cultural recovery
e. Institutional recovery
Source: Bakornas PB, 2006
The government directive for disaster management, explaining the required 
work stages from all stakeholders within the disaster response, is shown in the Table 
5.3.
Table 5.3 Directives for Earthquake Disaster Management Officers
Structural Directives for 27 May 2006 Earthquake Disaster Management
President of Indonesia
Vice President of 
Indonesia
Minister for Coordination of Community 
Welfare
a. To empower all regional potential 
to search for and rescue 
survivors, and provide medical 
treatment for all the injured
b. All stakeholders are expected 
to cooperate in carrying out 
emergency response endeavours
c. Armed Forces (TNI) to empower 
their human resources to 
provide immediate support for 
emergency response activities
d. Local governments are expected 
to provide immediate aid and 
accurate reports
e. The media is to continually 
provide accurate information
From 1 June 2006, 
transportation 
of emergency 
response aid to 
disaster locations 
via the Halim 
Perdana Kusuma 
airport ceased. 
Aid was rerouted 
using railway 
transportation 
(coordinated by 
PT KAI) 
a. Temporary emergency tent accommodation 
aid in temporary evacuation centres, while 
waiting on homes to be rehabilitated
b. The Central Government is to provide 
aid for rehabilitation/reconstruction of 
disaster victims’ community housing, 
after statistical results are issued by the 
Local Government and the Public Works 
department
c. Aid for household requirements/ kitchen 
equipment to the sum of Rp 100,000 will 
be provided to each household. This aid 
will be provided only once
d. Aid for personal items to the sum of Rp 
100,000 per person will be provided to 
disaster survivors. This aid will be provided 
once only
Sumber: Bakornas PB, 2006
Thousands of volunteers, quintillions of rupiah, hundreds of experts, millions 
of units of food supplies, and other items necessary to tackle the disaster had to 
be allocated and distributed within the allotted time frame, in planned stages. The 
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governmental disaster response planning was more structural, managerial and 
coordinated in nature, as opposed to being cultural, communal, individual or showing 
community awareness. The following Table 5.4 shows one example of the detailed 
directives for assessing levels of damage as a basis for the provision of aid for house 
rebuilding.
Table 5.4 Criteria for Damage Aid Provided through Disaster Response
Category of 
Damage
Level of Damage Criteria of Damage
House Levelled 
(Collapsed) 
The building has 
collapsed or the 
majority of structural 
components are 
damaged
a. Total building collapse;
b. Roof fallen down;
c. Majority of columns, beams and or roof damaged;
d. Majority of walls and roof support beams collapsed;
e. Electrical system totally destroyed; and
f. Doors/windows totally destroyed
Serious Damage Building still 
standing, some 
components of the 
structure damaged, 
and architectural 
components 
destroyed 
a. Building still standing;
b. Parts of the roof frame broken;
c. Some column beams broken;
d. Majority of the roof has come off;
e. Some of the electrical system is damaged/or disconnected; 
and
f. Doors/ windows seriously damaged
Mild/Light 
Damage 
Building still 
standing, some 
components of the 
structure damaged, 
and architectural 
components cracked 
(structure is unsafe for 
habitation) 
a. Building is still standing;
b. Cracks in the wall plastering;
c. The roof covering/tiles have come off
d. Some of the roof supports are damaged;
e. Some of the installation is damaged;
f. Some of the electrical system is damaged; and
g. Some of the doors/windows are damaged
Source: Bakornas PB, 2006
Based on these and other directives, several aid distribution posts were erected 
in each RT, hamlet, and village affected by the earthquake. These posts functioned 
as centres for distributing aid to victims. However, the structural mechanism did 
not distribute aid equally to all victims; instead, it distributed aid based on certain 
conditions. The amount of the aid was also determined by these conditions. As seen 
in Miri, the determining conditions related to victims (human) and physical damage 
to	buildings	(houses,	public	amenities,	religious	buildings,	government	offices,	etc.).	
For human victims, categories used were: death, serious injury, and light injury, while 
for buildings, categories used for houses were: totally levelled, serious damage, 
and light damage. Each category had conditions that had to be met to receive the 
aforementioned aid, as shown in the example in Table 5.4.
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After meeting the aforementioned damage criteria, victims received 
rehabilitation funding aid from the government up to a maximum sum of Rp 
30,000,000, based on the level of damage sustained. These funds were distributed 
based on a community empowerment concept, with each resident being required to 
join a community group coordinated in each village or neighbourhood within the 
village. Before receiving aid, these community groups were provided with direct 
coaching and support from a facilitator to ensure they would rebuild in accordance 
with building standards designed to withstand earthquakes. Financial aid was then 
provided directly to victims bank accounts in three instalments (30%, 40%, 30%) in 
accordance with the reconstruction/rehabilitation progress of each group.
Meanwhile, a list of the dead was compiled by the village head. In the case of 
death, Rp 2,000,000 in compensation funds was paid to the heirs of each victim via 
the head of the RT, RW, and village. To help offset burial costs, heirs also received 
aid of 10 kilograms of rice per month per person, as well as living costs of Rp 3,000 
rupiah per person per day. The injured received aid for medical treatment, consisting 
of free surgery services conducted by state and private hospitals, government health 
clinics (puskesmas),	mobile	health	clinics,	and	even	field	hospitals.
In	 Sriharjo	 these	 responses	 made	 a	 significant	 contribution	 to	 victims.	 As	
observed, the aid received by victims was not only from Indonesian government 
sources, but also from various stakeholders, including allied nations, donor agencies, 
national and international non-governmental organisations, and various concerned 
independent parties. Table 5.5 provides an indication of the great diversity of foreign 
nations and donor institutions and their contributions to disaster response for the 
whole region of Yogyakarta and Central Java, as well as the timing of the arrival of 
their support. Much other aid was received from various elements of society which 
cannot be included in this table. This can be attributed to the poor system for aid 
administration. It involved a large number of Indonesian institutions, including 
NGOs, religious organisations, political parties and ad-hoc support groups that also 
contributed support. In general, it is apparent that the government’s role in providing 
aid in response to the disaster was very limited in the initial post-disaster period, both 
in terms of response speed and in total aid provided.
This aid was distributed not only to Sriharjo, but to all earthquake victims in 
Yogyakarta and Central Java. In general, the destruction and loss caused by the 
earthquake	in	Sriharjo	fulfilled	the	criteria	for	all	of	the	categories	formulated	and	
determined by the government. The entire village had suffered physical damage 
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(homes, places of worship, public facilities), deaths, and material and non-material 
damage, although the extent of damage varied between hamlets.
Table 5.5 Disaster Responses from Several Nations and Social Institutions in Yogyakarta
No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
1 27 May 
2006 
Malaysia - Medicines and 
Medical Supplies 
-
2 28 May 
2006
South Korea  15 Volunteers
10 Persons Medical 
Team 
30 Boxes of 
Medicines, Blankets 
and Tents 
USD $ 
2,150,000.-
3 28 May 
2006
Singapore Emergency Supplies
Singapore Red Cross 
Medicines, Medical 
Supplies, Blankets 
and Tents 
US$ 300,000.-
4 28 May 
2006
- International 
Federation of the 
Red Cross
Water Sanitation 
Treatment 
-
5 29 May 
2006
Indonesia BAKORNAS PB - Rp 
29,000,000,000
6 29 May 
2006
Indonesia TNI 2 Field Kitchens, 150 
Field Tents, 1 Wader, 
3 Dump Trucks and 1 
Excavator
-
7 29 May 
2006
Indonesia KOREM 072/
Pamungkas (Military 
Command Base)
200 Patients’ 
Accommodations
-
8 29 May 
2006
Indonesia Department of 
Public Works
103 units Public 
Water Facilities 
(100 units already 
in Yogyakarta), 24 
Water Tankers, 1 
Water Management 
Installation Unit, 
26 Latrine Units for 
evacuee camps, 
7 Waste Disposal 
Trucks
-
9 29 May 
2006
Indonesia Department of 
Health 
3 Truckloads of 
Medicine, 30 Mobile 
Health Clinics, Body 
Bags, Ambulance, 
Used Goods, 4 Field 
Hospital Sets 
-
10 29 May 
2006
Indonesia Indonesian Red 
Cross
Mobile Clinic Service -
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No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
11 29 May 
2006
Indonesia PT Eisai Co. Ltd Medicines, Health 
Equipment 
Rp 1,000,000,000
12 29 May 
2006
France DDSC (Evaluation 
Team) 
Medicines, Food, 
Tents, Jerry Cans, 
Kitchen Kits, Blankets, 
Lamps, Tarpaulins, 
Body Bags, Drinking 
Water Filters, 
Cleaning Supplies and 
Children’s Clothes
-
13 29 May 
2006
Germany Australia–Indonesia 
Development Area
Caritas
Terre de Hommes, 
German Red Cross
Malteser 
International,
Johanniffer-Unfall-
Hilfe
Humadica
The Adventist 
Development and 
Relief Agency 
Baby Food, Food, 
Blankets, Medical 
Tents, Medicines, 
Medical Supplies, 
Dressing Material, 
ECG Recorder, 
Water Cans, 
Folding Stretchers, 
Pharmaceutical
Tents
€ 2,189,265
14 29 May 
2006 
USA - Health Supplies, Rolls 
of Plastic, Jerry Cans 
and Hygiene Kits
US$ 8,250,000
15 29 May 
2006 
Canada Canadian 
International 
Development 
Agency
Department of 
Foreign Affairs
- CDN 2,000,000 
16 29 May 
2006
Great Britain - - £ 3,000,000
17 29 May 
2006
Japan - Tents, Blankets, 
Generator Set, Water 
Tank, Water Purifier, 
Sleeping Mats, Code 
Reel, Plastic Sheets
US$ 10,000,000
18 29 May 
2006
Norway - Medical Equipment 
and Medicines 
KR 40,000,000
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No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
19 29 May 
2006
United Arab 
Emirates 
Medical Team 3 Ambulances, 
Medicines, Medical 
Equipment, Blankets 
and Tents 
-
20 PR China - Food and Medicines US $ 3,075,000 
21 30 May 
2006
Taiwan Volunteers Medical Equipment, 
Medicines, Tents, 
Blankets, Mattress, 
Powdered Milk, 
Baby Food, Rice and 
Clothing
US$ 100,000
22 30 May 
2006
Turkey Medicines Medicines -
23 30 May 
2006
Italy - Emergency Kit, 
including: Blankets, 
Generator Set, 
Tents, Water Pump, 
Water Purifier, Rolls 
of Plastic, Jerry 
Cans, Kitchen Sets, 
Squalting Plate, 
Medicines, and Food, 
40 ton Humanitarian 
Aid and Field Hospital
USD$ 189,453
24 30 May 
2006
Spain - Emergency Kit, al: 
Tents, Blankets, 
Tarpaulins, Field 
Sanitation
€ 500,000 
25 30 May 
2006
- Islamic Relief Tents, Drinking 
Water, Blankets and 
Medicines 
-
26 30 May 
2006
Qatar Medical Team Humanitarian Aid, 
Medicines, Tents and 
Medical Equipment
US$ 100,000 
27 30 May 
2006
Pakistan - Medicines, Tents, 
Blankets and Food 
-
28 30 May 
2006
- Catholic Relief Water Treatment -
29 30 May 
2006
Saudi Arabia - Food and Medicines -
30 31 May 
2006
Philippines Medical Team Medicines -
5 –Dealing with Natural Disaster: Sriharjo in the Aftermath of the 2006 Earthquake 194
No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
31 31 May 
2006
- Oil and Natural Gas 
Agency
- US$ 850,000
32 31 May 
2006
- SATKORLAK D.I. 
Yogyakarta
US$ 350,000
33 31 May 
2006
- Indonesian Red 
Cross
US$ 200,000
34 31 May 
2006
- Mer-C US$ 100,000
35 31 May 
2006
- Dompet Duafa US$ 100,000.-
36 31 May 
2006
Brunei 
Darussalam 
- 24,000 units food B$ 213,600.-
(Rp 
1,238,880,000)
37 31 May 
2006
- Red Crescent Iran Humanitarian 
Supplies 
-
38 31 May 
2006
Thailand - Rice and Medicines US$ 100,000.-
39 31 May 
2006
Modova - Humanitarian Relief -
40 31 May 
2006
- Spanish Red Cross Five Person Unit- 
Emergency Response 
Team
-
41 31 May 
2006
Vietnam - Rice
42 31 May 
2006
- Indonesian Tzu Chi 
Buddhist Institute 
Team of Doctors -
43 31 May 
2006
- AusAID Emergency tents, 
medical equipment 
and medicines 
-
44 31 May 
2006
- Japan International 
Cooperation Agency 
Aid goods and 
emergency 
equipment 
-
45 31 May 
2006
- Island Leisure 
International 
3000 Towels and 
Blankets 
-
46 1 June 
2006
- Red Crescent UAE Medical Equipment US$ 176,631 
47 1 June 
2006
- Red Crescent PEA 40 tons Medicines, 
2,000 Blankets, 200 
Tents, 50 Large Boxes 
of Food 
-
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No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
48 1 June 
2006
- Rotary International 
D-3400 
Tents, Blankets, 
Water Containers, 
Boxes, Water Filters
-
49 1 June 
2006
Care International 
Indonesia 
Supplementary 
Emergency Health Kit 
50 1 June 
2006
- World Health 
Organization 
33 Surgical Kits -
51 2 June 
2006 
Poland - Medical Supplies, 
Food, Blankets, 
Medicines, Water, 
Field Hospital, 
Humanitarian Aid 
-
52 2 June 
2006 
- Good Neighbour 
International 
Humanitarian Aid -
53 2 June 
2006 
- Direct Relief 
International Santa 
Barbara 
Humanitarian Gift 
Donation of Medical 
Supplies 
-
54 2 June 
2006 
- Indonesian Embassy 
Manila
T-shirts and Drinking 
Water 
-
55 3 June 
2006
Cuba Medical Team Medical Supplies, 
Health Equipment, 
Medicines
56 3 June 
2006
New Zealand - - NZ$ 500,000.- 
57 3 June 
2006
India - Medicines, Powdered 
Milk and Rice 
-
58 3 June 
2006
Laos - Food -
59 3 June 
2006
- Stichting Horizon 
Holland 
Medicines -
60 3 June 
2006
- UN Disaster 
Assessment and 
Coordination 
Tents, Crossbars and 
Generator 
-
61 3 June 
2006
- International Aid Medicines, Medical 
Equipment Generator
-
62 3 June 
2006
Korea University 
Medical Centre
Medicines -
63 3 June 
2006
- Medecins Sans 
Frontieres, Belgium 
Relief Goods, Medical 
Supplies, Logistic 
Supplies 
-
5 –Dealing with Natural Disaster: Sriharjo in the Aftermath of the 2006 Earthquake 196
No Date Nation Social Institution Form of Aid Value
64 3 June 
2006
- Save the Children UK Tents -
65 3 June 
2006
- Indo Children Future Medicines, Baby 
Diapers, Drinking 
Water, Folding Beds, 
Clothing 
-
66 4 June 
2006
Iran - Medical Team -
67 4 June 
2006
- Veolia Water Treatment -
68 4 June 
2006
- Aquassistance Water Treatment -
69 4 June 
2006
- Tulipe Canteens -
70 4 June 
2006
- Carrefour Food -
71 1-6 June 
2006
- Medecins Sans 
Frontieres, France
Relief Goods, Medical 
Supplies, Logistical 
Supplies stage I-IV
-
72 4 June 
2006
Aljazair - - USD$ 1,000,000 
73 4 June 
2006
- Consulate General RI 
Johor Baru 
- US$ 2,250 
Source: Bakornas PB, 2006
For this reason, the village’s residents also became a focal point for the disaster 
response mechanisms referred to above; the progress of these externally-generated 
disaster responses was closely related to the agency of the people of Miri themselves. 
In other words, external disaster responses also contributed to the responses that 
grew and developed locally as a result of the disaster. Local disaster responses 
were based – in contrast to many or most external responses – on an awareness 
in the community of the need to uphold community and societal values (guyub 
rukun [harmonious commonality], gotong royong [community work parties], saling 
membantu dan memberi [mutual benevolence and assistance]). The effectiveness of 
the work undertaken in all components of the disaster responses was made possible 
by the enthusiasm driven by these community values.
The emergency response, rehabilitation and reconstruction programmes 
were implemented rapidly in Miri. External disaster responses merged with the 
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community’s enthusiasm for commonality, mutual support and mutual assistance. 
Survivors helped each other, all taking turns donating their time to take part in work 
parties (gotong royong).
Disaster responses in Miri can be seen as originating in two basic forms of 
ideology, namely: religious and cultural. Religious responses are mechanisms of 
disaster management based on faith, whereas cultural responses are mechanisms 
that utilize community enthusiasm for togetherness, mutual assistance, harmony, and 
commonality. The distinction of course is not always clear-cut. In the context of 
Miri, these two progressed in conjunction with various planned disaster responses 
programmes.
As we have seen above, the government response to the earthquake was 
actually quite substantial. Despite its absence and the confusion in resolving issues 
in the initial few days of the earthquake, the government was able to make rapid and 
strategic decisions in the ensuing days. The provincial, district, sub-district, village, 
and hamlet governments all played their roles relatively effectively.
The role of non-government institutions
Institutions of tertiary education in Yogyakarta and surrounding regions were 
well represented in efforts assisting earthquake survivors. There were several ways 
in which they were able to assist, including disaster management design, food and 
medicine donations, and the allocation of student volunteers (including Compulsory 
Rural Student Internships, or KKN) to disaster locations. Almost all institutions of 
tertiary education in the region, and many from outside, provided support to villages 
hit by the disaster. Staff provided aid to various communities. This was initially 
general emergency aid; during several days after the earthquake, they joined the work 
of clearing debris and providing basic needs such as food and clothing. Afterwards, 
activities	 began	 to	 reflect	 the	 expertise	 and	 specializations	 of	 each	 institution.	
Academics	 from	fields,	 such	as	health,	nursing,	maternity	and	nutrition,	provided	
much needed assistance and support to restoring community health in the locations 
that they were supporting, whereas those specializing in engineering helped with the 
design and construction of community housing. The various faculties of universities, 
including UGM (Universitas Gajah Mada), UNY (Yogyakarta State University), 
UII (Indonesian Islamic University), UKDW (Duta Wacana Christian University), 
provided support by sending students and lecturers according to their expertise. To 
ensure equivalent and targeted aid distribution, all institutions of tertiary education 
collaborated by meeting routinely to collectively determine aid and support schemes. 
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This was meant to guarantee an equitable distribution of knowledge and that the 
various forms of aid were appropriately targeted. A number of institutions of tertiary 
education then formed KKN earthquake groups, which ran for a period of two months, 
to increase support for communities affected by the earthquake. It was hoped that, by 
doing so, the community support process would be better organized. Students and 
lecturers involved also received acknowledgement in the form of academic points or 
credit for taking part in the KKN program.
There was also substantial involvement from secondary school students, both 
at the junior and senior high school level. Several days after the earthquake, students 
gathered aid—including food, good-quality used clothing, and money—at their 
schools. Money was collected from friends and parents or guardians and then donated 
either directly or through local education department representatives. Furthermore, 
almost every day—especially on weekends—the rural regions of Yogyakarta that 
had	been	hit	by	the	earthquake	were	filled	with	junior	and	senior	high	school	students	
who wanted to work hard and directly aid the struggling residents. They were tasked 
with removing debris from collapsed houses. Some students, in particular girls, 
helped prepare food in the public kitchens and helped children recover emotionally 
through play. Though the students worked helping the victims of the earthquake and 
even assisted in public kitchens, they did not eat at these kitchens. They brought their 
own food and beverages from home. In this manner, they hoped that the assistance 
they provided would truly help the local residents and not place a greater burden on 
local residents affected by the earthquake. One informant, who was still attending 
junior high school in Yogyakarta, at the time, said:
“We really enjoyed helping remove house materials for residents hit by the earthquake. 
Though we were hot and tired, we felt happy working side by side with our friends, both 
from our own schools, and also from other schools, even those from other regencies”.
Students came from far-away cities, such as Jakarta, Bandung, Surabaya, 
Malang, and Semarang; some even travelled from outside Java. These students 
mostly slept in emergency tents that were erected in open spaces in each hamlet. 
One student from a university in Jakarta, who had been in Sriharjo for almost a 
month, said:
“I really enjoyed helping the residents of the community build their homes after the 
earthquake. I also met students from various campuses and universities from different 
cities. This was a very positive activity, because aside from providing aid, we also gained 
new friends”.
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Many of the people who came to provide aid to Sriharjo brought their own 
perspectives and interests, and as a result there was a distinct difference between the 
aid received by residents and their needs. At least six tendencies could be found in 
the Sriharjo case. First, aid provided differed from that needed by the community, 
showing	that	donors	were	not	responsive	to	the	difficulties	faced	by	victims.	At	the	
beginning, shortly after the earthquake, most donors gave aid in the form of prepared 
food. This prepared food did help the residents at the very beginning, when they were 
unable to cook for themselves owing to a lack of ingredients and cooking utensils. 
However, even after residents were capable of cooking food for themselves, the 
number of rice packages increased. There were piles of them, and all went to waste. 
One resident, Ibu Jinem, explained:
“There’s so much, even too much, food, mostly rice packages, and so a lot of it is wasted. 
Some of the rice has gone bad and can’t be eaten. Here, we’re already cooking in the 
refugee tents with our neighbours, and so we prefer to eat freshly cooked food rather than 
packages	of	rice.	Rather	than	be	given	cooked	food,	we	would	prefer	financial	assistance,	
money that we can use to buy the things we really need”.
The community did not only need food after the disaster, but also clothing, 
particularly for certain groups. One young man, Kang Ijon stated:
“What I need now is clothing for my children, because all of their clothes are buried in the 
rubble. I feel sorry for my children. They’re cold, having worn the same clothes for several 
days. And my youngest, the infant, he keeps wetting himself because he’s too cold”.
A young woman, Mbak Rogayah said that:
“I don’t need all sorts of clothes. All I need are underwear: bras, panties. All of my clothing 
is buried in the rubble. If I wanted to buy them, well I’ve got no money and the market is 
far away. It’s been a few days since I’ve changed my clothes. I’m itchy. It’s not comfortable 
at all”.
A few days after the earthquake, assistance—in the form of used clothing 
began to arrive. The amount was overwhelming, and piles of clothing could be 
found everywhere. Unfortunately, this used clothing was in no condition to be worn. 
Furthermore,	 this	clothing	did	not	fit	 the	residents;	 it	was	always	either	 too	small	
or too large. When the used clothing arrived, residents would gather and try to pick 
out clothing which suited their needs. After a while, nobody would touch the used 
clothing, which was instead allowed to sit in piles in some of the tents. Looking at 
this condition, the hamlet chief of Miri stated:
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“It’s a shame that all of this used clothing and rice is being wasted, becoming nothing, but 
garbage. Yes, we do need clothes, but the sizes aren’t right and some of them just aren’t in 
any condition to be worn. It’s not that we’re being choosy. It’s just that we should only be 
receiving clothes which can actually be worn”.
Second, there was an issue with certain groups’ late response to the post-
earthquake conditions and the disaster victims’ needs. As explained above, for several 
nights after the earthquake the village was stricken by heavy rains. This led to many 
of the victims, particularly the children, falling ill. Some caught colds, others had 
diarrhoea, while still others had skin infections. As a result, they required medicine 
and medical staff who could stay on-location in the disaster zone. Unfortunately, 
for several days after the earthquake, the availability of medical staff was very 
limited, as they were busy treating wounded victims in the hospitals and clinics. As 
a	result,	the	earthquake	victims	in	the	villages	received	insufficient	treatment.	The	
neighbourhood	and	hamlet	chiefs	kept	themselves	busy	finding	medicine	on	the	free	
market. Regarding these conditions, the village chief stated:
“It	really	is	difficult,	facing	conditions	like	this.	I’m	confused	too,	because	a	lot	of	problems	
have	 afflicted	 us	 all	 at	 once.	My	 head’s	 still	 spinning	 from	 taking	 the	wounded	 to	 the	
hospital, and all of a sudden a lot of younger children in the village are sick. If I take them 
to the hospital, they won’t be treated immediately, because the medical staff are focusing 
on the dead and those wounded by collapsing buildings. I’m forced to look for medicines 
on the free market to help the community overcome these illnesses. I’m really confused, 
lost, as to how to face these conditions”.
Third, the community became upset with the actions of donors, who had begun 
treating the victims as objects. These donors made aid-giving into a ceremony, 
often formal, and this had psychological and material implications for the victims. 
Some of the aid-givers came from formal organisations, such as political parties, 
professional organisations, and non-Yogyakartan regional governments, and they 
came in large numbers, forced the village government to accept their aid, and then 
held ceremonies. These aid-givers took photographs, smiling and standing in front 
of banners, showing their pride at having given aid. Some members of the village 
and hamlet governments were exasperated by these conditions, but they had to 
continue smiling every time they accepted these groups and their aid. One village 
administrator	confided:
“I’m tired, upset, sick even, with the way these people give their aid. They come and 
give	their	aid,	which	is	sometimes	barely	anything,	and	require	us	to	fulfil	administrative	
criteria such as signing papers or taking pictures in front of collapsed homes. It’s so sad to 
have to deal with this. They don’t think of our feelings as victims, as the ones who have 
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to face [the aftereffects of] this earthquake. They laugh as they take pictures, while we cry 
in our hearts”.
Fourth, the community was also upset with their area becoming a tourist 
attraction, which not only disturbed their reconstruction and recovery efforts, but 
also hurt their feelings. The people who came to the disaster zone often only came to 
see the ruined homes and other buildings. They came in groups, wearing expensive 
clothing, and took numerous photographs in between the wreckage. One youth 
named Jumino said with barely hidden anger:
“They’e so brazen. They come here, laughing with their friends. Take pictures in front of 
the ruins of our homes and then just leave like that. They don’t see how we suffer. They 
just come here for tourism”.
As a sign of and response to the community’s anger over visitors’ behaviour, 
numerous texts were posted which rejected the village becoming a tourist site. For 
instance, at the entrance to hamlets and at the sides of the roads, one could see 
written, in large letters, “kami tidak butuh wisatawan, kami butuh bantuan” (“we 
don’t need tourists; we need aid!”). Another such phrase read “tempat ini bukan 
daerah wisata” (“this is no tourist attraction”). The frustration felt by the residents, 
especially the youth, was also shown by forbidding people who had not brought aid 
from entering the village. Youths stood guard at the entrances, stopping outsiders 
and asking their reason for coming. If these people had a clear reason for coming 
and brought aid, they would be allowed in, but if they did not, they would be sent 
on their way.
Fifth	was	the	issue	of	residents	being	caught	between	donors	with	conflicting	
interests. The community was treated as a political commodity by different 
donors. In some cases, there was competition between political parties or religious 
organisations	to	have	the	greatest	influence	on	the	people	of	Sriharjo	and	thus	further	
their own agendas. The community, while busy dealing with the aftereffects of the 
earthquake, also had to both adapt to these different methods and interests and to 
meet the demands of their donors. The aid from political parties, for instance, was 
not usually given throughout the village, but only to regions where these parties’ 
constituents lived; areas in which a party had won the previous election or received 
the majority of votes were given aid by that party. Meanwhile, areas in which a party 
had lost or received few votes would not be given any assistance. All parties used 
similar	tactics,	and	as	a	result	in	different	hamlets	the	different	flags	and	banners	of	
political parties could be seen. This led to the uneven distribution of aid. Areas which 
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had strongly supported rich political parties received more aid, whereas areas which 
had supported poorer parties would receive less aid. Some areas were not considered 
a party base by any of the political parties, and as a result these areas did not receive 
any aid from any political parties. These areas relied on limited aid from outside 
the political parties. This condition, aside from leading to uneven distribution of 
aid, piqued the jealousy of different members of the community. One resident, Pak 
Wagiman, said:
”It’s better to be a resident of … (names hamlets). They’ve gotten so much aid from these 
political parties. Aside from getting tents, they’re helped by volunteers and receive a 
constant	flow	of	aid.	Meanwhile,	the	residents	of	this	hamlet,	we	haven’t	gotten	any	aid,	
because our votes in the last election were split between all the parties”.
Aside from inequalities in the distribution of aid and volunteers from the political 
parties, there was also a difference in the aid which originated from religious groups 
and	organisations.	Religious	organisations	prioritised	persons	affiliated	with	their	own	
religions and/or organisations for aid. Aid from Protestant and Catholic organisations 
was sent primarily to areas with Protestant and Catholic residents. Meanwhile, aid 
from Muslim groups was spread throughout the village, but depended greatly on 
residents’	organisational	affiliation.	For	instance,	areas	where	residents	were	mostly	
affiliated	with	Muhammadiyah	received	more	aid	from	Muhammadiyah,	while	areas	
where	residents	were	mostly	affiliated	with	NU	received	more	aid	from	NU.	Some	
areas	had	residents	affiliated	with	the	Islamic	fundamentalist	movement,	and	those	
received assistance from such groups.
The political parties and social organisations showed their identities by hanging 
their	 banners	 and	 flags	 on	 the	 roads	 to	 the	 different	 hamlets.	As	 such,	 Sriharjo	
experienced an (unconscious) division in its reception of aid and volunteers. Each 
area	was	assisted	by	volunteers	from	a	specific	party	and/or	organisation.	They	set	up	
tents and temporary shelters, cooked, helped residents clean-up the ruins, and held 
religious activities.
Aside from helping, however, their presence sometimes further disturbed 
the lives of local residents. For instance, the residents of a hamlet which had been 
occupied by a fundamentalist Muslim organisation were forced to follow all Islamic 
teachings,	including	conducting	all	of	the	five	daily	prayers	in	the	mosques.	This	led	
to anxiety among the community. Not all residents closely follow Islamic teachings, 
because many of the residents of Sriharjo village are what is termed Islam abangan, 
or syncretic Islam. Furthermore, those who do follow Islamic teachings devoutly 
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tend to pray at their homes; they only go to the mosque occasionally. For these 
fundamentalist Muslim organisations, such conditions had to be changed, and this 
meant forcing these changes on members of the community. As a result, residents 
were forced to join communal prayers by members of these fundamentalist Muslim 
organisations, who went from door to door and called for all men, young and old, 
to join them for prayers at the mosque. This increased residents’ anxiety even in the 
tense post-earthquake atmosphere. One community leader said:
“I’m furious, because some members of these Islamic groups were banging on my door to 
get me to pray with them at the mosque, even though I’d already prayed at home. They said 
it was better to pray together at the mosque. Almost every evening before Mahgrib prayers 
they come to my house. Because I was afraid, one day I went with them to pray at the 
mosque. But when we were done, they forbade me from going home, because they’d have 
pengajian (sermons) until Isya prayers. So I sat and waited, even as, in my heart, I was 
frustrated, because my stomach, I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten. It turned out that the contents 
of their sermon were so strange. They were extreme, and insulted other religions and the 
government. Because I didn’t like it, the following day I didn’t join them in the mosque, 
even though they’ve still come to my house every night. I say I’m sick and very tired, and 
I’ve prayed at home. They look angry, but they leave me be. One of my neighbours has 
even	fled	to	his	kid’s	house	in	another	village,	because	they	keep	banging	on	his	place	and	
calling	for	him	to	pray	at	the	mosque	and	listen	to	their	sermons.	We’re	too	scared	to	fight	
back, because there are a lot of their volunteers, and they all look strong and terrifying. 
One night I spied on their activities, and some of them were practicing self-defence. We 
became even more afraid of the current situation. My neighbours are also anxious, because 
they	feel	disturbed	by	these	people’s	presence.	I	reported	them	to	the	village	office,	and	the	
people there said that, because they hadn’t committed any acts of violence, the village staff 
couldn’t do anything. But the village administration said, please keep an eye on them”.
Sixth, one issue faced by residents in receiving aid was the lack of community-
based work efforts in which donators listened to residents and sought to understand 
their needs. In the early days of the disaster, there was almost nobody helping to 
collect and analyse data regarding the community’s condition. As a result, the aid 
given did not meet the expectations or needs of the community. Donors came directly 
to	 the	village,	without	 surveying	 it	first	 to	understand	 the	community’s	 condition	
and their needs. For example, a massive amount of food aid, in the form of instant 
noodles, was received. Residents quickly grew tired of eating instant noodles, and 
some of it was furtively sold at the market. Shortly after the earthquake, some people 
did come to the village to inquire about the victims and the damages. These people 
came,	one	after	another,	to	the	village	office	and	the	command	post	for	disaster	aid,	
claiming to represent the regional government, various NGOs, and even the general 
populace. However, the aid received was still not suited to the community’s needs. 
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The village chief of Sriharjo questioned donors’ coordination, as even after being 
told what items were needed, donators gave aid which was not needed.
Community responses
Community response in Miri immediately after the earthquake was very rapid. 
Women gathered the children and elderly residents in one place, while the men, 
both young and old, united to take on the heavier physical work. They quickly 
helped neighbours whose homes had been totally destroyed, both by rescuing them 
from the wreckage, and also by bringing the injured to the hospital using whatever 
vehicles were at hand. In a panic, they grabbed neighbours’ motorcycles and rushed 
the wounded to the Imogiri Medical Centre. Several of the men, after pulling apart 
collapsed houses, found the bodies of the deceased and hastily washed them and 
made simple preparations for the burial of the bodies. Meanwhile, the community 
leaders	who	had	not	been	injured	efficiently	ordered	the	youths	to	conduct	simple	
last rites prayers for the deceased. A few of these youths dug graves in the hamlet 
cemeteries.	With	only	four	or	five	men,	they	lifted	the	bodies	and	brought	them	to	
the graves. After the process of sifting through the rubble for victims had ended, they 
began working on various other tasks. One of the youths that I met that night said:
“Since morning we have been working continuously doing so many things to help the 
residents of the community hit by the earthquake. There has been little time to rest since 
this morning. Everyone has been working fast and without leadership, doing whatever 
needs to be done. I have pulled apart many collapsed houses and also helped bury the 
deceased. Usually I am afraid of dead bodies, but today everything has been lost and I had 
no fear at all when I had to bathe the bodies and carry them to the cemetery. Just now I am 
beginning to feel a bit tired, but I feel happy that I could help my neighbours with their 
difficulties”.
In the middle of the day, when the students were beginning to get hot and tired, 
they made emergency shelters from any materials that could still be used, including 
corrugated iron, woven bamboo screens, and tarpaulins; some even used coconut 
palm	fronds	as	temporary	roofing.	The	hamlet	heads	hastily	coordinated	between	the	
local and sub-district government departments to report the conditions in each hamlet. 
In the evening, the young men guarded the hamlets by patrolling the neighbourhoods 
and beating on kentongan (a tool from a carved bamboo or teak wood, usually to 
produce sound as a sign of danger or to call out the villagers) or electricity poles. At 
the same time, each household informed the young men of the foods that could be 
taken from the homes, such as rice, instant noodles, eggs, vegetables, tempeh, and 
tofu, and cooked in the public kitchens. Meanwhile, the mothers and teenage girls 
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were busy preparing whatever food became available so it could be eaten together. 
The next morning, the young men rapidly built disaster coordination posts along the 
roads into the hamlets and at other strategic locations. They were on duty, recording 
the	aid	coming	in,	taking	aid	from	the	local	government	administration	office,	and	
distributing said aid to the community.
This series of activities continued for two weeks after the earthquake. They 
began to wind down when each household was able to move into temporary 
emergency housing. Almost two months after the earthquake, the social life of the 
community began to recover as life returned to relative normality. Many changes 
had taken place in the village. Prior to the earthquake, the majority of buildings were 
permanent, while afterwards these changed to temporary structures made of woven 
bamboo, plywood, and other materials considered earthquake-safe. They were built 
in this manner because aftershocks still continued, albeit with a lower frequency and 
strength	than	shortly	after	the	first	earthquake.	The	village	offices	had	commenced	
routine operations, and schools opened for teaching again, though they operated 
out of emergency classrooms made of tents provided by the government and other 
institutions. Market trade was already busy, at times even busier than prior to the 
earthquake, as many workers from various regions crowded in to shop at the markets 
and the stores. The community had begun to return to normal. To avoid languishing 
over their fate, villagers quickly revived themselves, got back up, and went on with 
their	 lives.	The	 influx	of	workers	 helping	 to	 rebuild	 the	 community	 produced	 an	
increased need for food; as such, several households began trading along the side 
of the main roads in each hamlet. Among the new initiatives was the emergence of 
several small stands selling mobile phone credit, fried Javanese noodles, convenience 
goods, and building materials such as cement, steel, bamboo, timber, and the like. 
During the fasting month, people were even selling snacks and drinks such as fruit 
punch and fruit juice.
The community still conducted its regular daily and evening prayers in the open 
air. One informant said that after the earthquake the evening prayers had become 
even more crowded. Many residents who had not been practicing their religious 
duties regularly prior to the earthquake became more devout in their prayers and 
fasting. Similarly, religious recital groups met with increased frequency during the 
evenings of the fasting month. One recurring topic, often preached by religious 
leaders in their sermons, was:
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“The earthquake and disaster was in fact God’s will. We must receive everything 
phlegmatically. We will use this as a lesson to improve our faith and the manner in which 
we worship. This is one form of punishment from God, to remind us to behave better in 
the future”.
These kinds of sermons continued to be heard in various hamlets throughout the 
fasting month. The speakers were not only local religious leaders, but also religious 
volunteers in the village and occasionally visiting Islamic leaders who wanted to 
provide strength to their followers. The arrival of these Islamic leaders was a novelty 
for the village community, as prior to the earthquake, they had rarely met such 
distinguished people. One youth, somewhat of a delinquent who rarely fasted, said:
“This	is	the	first	time	that	the	fasting	month	feels	different.	Despite	having	to	fast	in	such	
distressing conditions, I have heard the sermons of several famous Islamic leaders. I am 
very impressed and feel grateful for this opportunity. It appears the disaster has also brought 
me blessings. Now I am much more devout in my prayers and I will stop my drunkenness. 
I am truly ashamed when I remember how I have behaved until now”.
Educational activities also commenced smoothly. Children returned to school 
and played with friends. Though they conducted their studies in emergency tents, 
they	really	enjoyed	being	back	at	school.	Some	students	appeared	wearing	ill-fitting,	
second hand, donated clothing, the majority of it old and faded. Some wore school 
uniforms, while others wore regular clothes. During the post-earthquake period, they 
were free to wear whatever clothes they had, as their uniforms had been destroyed 
under the collapsed houses. When I visited the schools, they were singing and playing 
with the university student volunteers.
Still another transformation was the erection of a transmission tower in 
Mojohuro Hamlet. The construction had already been planned prior to the earthquake. 
However, when the earthquake struck, building had halted. Around a month after the 
earthquake construction continued, but it took a total of two months before the tower 
was	finished,	complete	with	cement	block	floors	and	fencing.
The village government administration returned to the area of the village hall 
and, using emergency tents, they were able to serve the community and visitors 
that arrived. Their work included processing identity cards, family cards, and other 
routine business. The Imogiri II Medical Centre, located opposite the town hall, 
was still being renovated, and thus health services were also provided in tents in the 
town square. Medicines were stored in one room of the village hall as they required 
safekeeping.
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At the time, the community was still totally engaged in rebuilding homes. 
Though it was no longer possible to build permanent homes from cement and brick 
as before, they still endeavoured to build homes so they would not have to continue 
living in tents, especially as it was nearing the monsoon season; they wanted homes 
that would protect them from the rain. The houses constructed one or two months 
after the earthquake were temporary, earthquake-safe structures made of bamboo, 
woven bamboo matting, plywood and steel with roofs of corrugated iron, asbestos, 
tarpaulins or roof tiles. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) provided 
many earthquake-safe homes for the people. Every day, IOM trucks were seen 
delivering building materials for those residents who had registered to receive a 
home of woven bamboo from IOM. It seemed as if they had gone back in time to 
an ancient era when everyone still lived in bamboo houses. Bamboo and bamboo 
woven matting was in great demand, with many people searching for these materials 
that had been forgotten when people preferred to build from cement and brick.
The earthquake did not only destroy buildings, it also shook the lives of the Miri 
people. Trauma from the earthquake brought them great fear when even the smallest 
of tremors struck. Many institutions and organizations provided aid to help people 
recover both physically, mentally and socially. Some provided trauma healing, and 
others promoted community empowerment, for example with activities helping 
children play and learn. While droves of volunteers had come to Sriharjo shortly 
after the earthquake, three months afterwards it was rare to see any volunteers; only 
one or two stayed on.
Recovery required a great length of time, especially in terms of construction. 
Three months after the earthquake, there was still a lot of debris piled up that had not 
yet been cleared. Buildings that had been damaged, such as public facilities, were still 
being repaired. As school buildings had been seriously damaged, classes temporarily 
used emergency tents. The formation of community groups was expected to ease the 
distribution	of	housing	support,	but	also	coincided	with	the	first	signs	of	strains	and	
fissures	in	the	community,	in	contrast	to	the	general	community	solidarity	which	had	
prevailed	up	to	that	time.	Small	conflicts	began	to	emerge,	especially	in	connection	
with aid and its distribution. Issues surrounding the registration of damaged houses 
became	 a	 massive	 problem.	 The	 results	 of	 government-conducted	 verifications	
created many problems within the community; gossip and spite spread, resulting in 
tensions within the community and the growth of a sense of envy and injustice. As 
may	be	expected,	these	tensions	and	conflicts	were	limited	mainly	to	Miri	and	other	
hamlets in that part of the village.
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The diversity of the aid provided, and its unpredictable nature, also caused 
problems. In the midst of the heavy work and psychological stress involved in 
rebuilding himes and reconstructing livelihoods, the incomplete, complicated, and 
always	varying	amounts	of	financial	aid	added	to	the	psychological	burdens	for	the	
earthquake victims.
Those who were able to quickly recover from the trauma hastily combined 
their skills and built themselves makeshift emergency homes of woven bamboo 
matting. In the meantime, those who were still traumatized stayed in group tents. 
Those who felt better returned to their homes and stayed in tents on their land. In 
reality, those who recovered quickly were able to deal with the various issues in 
their lives, beginning to work as construction workers, micro traders, and in home 
industry.	Meanwhile,	those	who	were	still	traumatized	faced	great	difficulty	during	
recovery. Some, including the elderly and frail, lost the will to live, and eventually 
passed away. Several deaths of the elderly in the region were attributed to prolonged 
depression.
Social solidarity
Above, I have described the response of government, educational institutions 
and communities during the aftermath of the quake. In this section, I turn to the 
core questions of this study, relating to the dynamics of social solidarity in times 
of crisis. I categorize acts of solidarity into two categories: solidarity during the 
emergency times immiedately following the earthquake, and solidarity during the 
longer subsequent period of recovery. As in the previous chapter, I will discuss both 
‘communal’ (gotong-royong – type) and dyadic (person-to-person) acts of solidarity 
and mutual help. These dyadic relationships and exchanges will again, as in the 
previous chapter, be divided into symmetrical and asymmetrical (patron-client) 
relationships.
Solidarity and external assistance during emergency times
At the time of the earthquake, as described above, the community worked 
together to help the local people who were still trapped in buildings and in the debris 
of their homes. Stories about the sense of togetherness and mutual help between 
people on the morning of the earthquake are repeated by many in the community. 
Pak Sugi is one resident who helped neighbours after the earthquake. He was in his 
yard	at	 the	 time.	His	wife	had	finished	preparing	breakfast	for	 their	son	who	was	
still	in	junior	high	school.	Their	son	had	already	finished	eating	and	was	ready	to	go	
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to school. Pak Sugi explains his experiences during the earthquake, as well as the 
moment most houses collapsed (though were not yet entirely destroyed):
“At the time I was taking my motorcycle out of the house in preparation for dropping 
my son off at school in Imogiri. I planned then to go to work as a construction worker 
in Yogyakarta. Suddenly a very loud boom came from the ground and the earth swayed 
violently. I screamed to my wife and my son, who were still inside, to immediately run 
out of the house. In a short time, both were outside the house because both of them had 
been in the kitchen which was directly off the terrace. The three of us gathered in the 
large front yard. The quake lasted a very long time according to my feelings, because the 
ground didn’t stop shaking. The three of us were panicking and exhausted waiting for 
the earthquake to stop. We were praying and calling to God in our confusion during the 
quake. Not long after that came the sound of our next door neighbour’s house collapsing, 
the walls falling down. The sound of houses being destroyed roared from all directions, 
followed by the collapse of the porch of our home and some other parts. Most of the walls 
of the house began to sway due to loose connections. At the same time, cries for help came 
from a variety of directions near our place. At the time, as far as the eye could see white 
smoke was coming from the ruins of the houses and streaming up into the sky. After the 
shaking stopped, my wife and I helped excavate our neighbours, who were trapped in 
the ruins of their home, by dismantling the destroyed house, removing bits of debris one 
by one, starting from the most easily accessible areas of the house to the rear. Almost all 
members of the household were rescued, albeit with wounds and fractures. However, a 
grandmother, who slept in the back of the house, could not be saved because her body was 
crushed beneath the concrete building; she was successfully removed from the rubble but 
died a short time later. After successfully saving our next-door neighbours, we heard cries 
for help from a neighbour a bit further away. I then ran to the scene to help remove them 
from the ruins of their house. There were three households I helped rescue trapped people 
from.	When	people	fled	because	of	the	tsunami	rumours,	I	decided	not	to	run,	but	to	save	
other	neighbours,	and	also	dig	graves	in	the	cemetery	and	bury	five	or	six	bodies.	Though	I	
was also concerned about the tsunami, I felt safe, because my wife and child took refuge in 
the hills in the east of the village. I’d calculated and plotted what to do if a tsunami really 
came,	and	figured	I	could	climb	the	palm	tree	next	to	my	house”.
In this chaotic atmosphere, panic and heroism merged into one. Without 
awaiting coordination, they immediately began rescuing victims from the rubble. 
People struggled to dismantle the broken masonry of the houses to save the lives 
of people buried inside. An informant well-known for his willingness to help his 
neighbours said:
”I do not understand where I found the strength at the time. The night before I actually felt 
unwell and was taking medication and was dikeroki (a therapeutic massage using a coin 
and eucalyptus oil on the back) by the next door neighbour. That morning I didn’t feel like 
getting up. But after seeing so many victims and hearing cries for help from the rubble, 
my body aches disappeared. I woke up to hear the house next door collapsing. After that, 
I heard a lot of screams from everywhere. I immediately helped remove people from the 
wreckage. I don’t know how many neighbours I helped. But until noon I didn’t have time 
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to drink or eat, because I was so busy with victims and handling funerals. Finally, around 
2 p.m., there was a lull in the chaos and I felt really hungry and thirsty. However, there was 
no water or food available, so I looked for a coconut tree that wasn’t too tall and gathered 
coconuts to drink and eat the contents with friends. Although the previous day my body 
had ached, that day my body felt in good health even though we had no time to eat or drink 
until the evening”.
Food aid from outside the community came continuously from the third to the 
seventh day after the quake. A large number of people came and provided assistance 
to	victims.	Aid	and	people	flocked	to	the	area	from	the	fourth	day	until	about	the	
tenth day after the earthquake. They provided all kinds of assistance, either through 
the	Sriharjo	village	office	or	through	the	offices	in	the	individual	hamlets.	Aid	was	
also channelled directly to individual victims or households in need.
According to Pak Bayudono (age 67), who served as the head of the Bappeda 
of Yogyakarta in 2006 as the head of the earthquake response team and was tasked 
with assisting the earthquake response team in West Sumatra in 2009:
”There’s a great difference between the people of Yogyakarta and the surrounding area 
and those in West Sumatra when it comes to responding to earthquakes. This is apparent 
in the social solidarity in facing the earthquake. During and in the days following the 
earthquake in Yogyakarta, aid such as food, clothing, and construction materials began 
flowing	in	from	people	outside	Yogya.	The	provincial	and	regency	governments,	both	in	
Java and outside Java, came continuously to give aid. The same is true for the people living 
outside of the earthquake zone, both those living within the province of Yogyakarta and in 
Central Java. They came to give the earthquake victims what they needed. Why did almost 
all of governments, from both within and without the province, come to help? Because 
nearly all of the provinces had residents studying in Yogyakarta. In fact, they’ve even built 
dormitories for their students here.41 This is what made them all come to Yogyakarta after 
the earthquake. It wasn’t just to help the residents living here in the city or to rebuild their 
damaged dormitories, but also to help the other victims of the earthquake, be it through 
labour or through such aid as money and construction materials. Other than that, the labour 
to help repair the buildings which had collapsed also came from a number of regencies 
from outside the earthquake zone, both those in Yogyakarta and in Central Java. They 
came in groups, riding trucks and taking the necessary equipment to clear up the rubble 
from residents’ homes in Bantul and the surrounding area. If I compare them, it turns out 
that there was no such tendency after the earthquake hit Padang, West Sumatra. Aid only 
originated from the central government and a few provinces which sent aid. However, 
41 Yogyakarta is a city of culture with a number of cultural artefacts such as temples and the Sultan’s palace. It 
is the second most popular tourist destination in Indonesia after Bali and also the largest and most respected 
centre of education in Indonesia, with more than 125 public and private schools of higher learning and more 
than	 400,000	 students	 originating	 from	 all	 parts	 of	 Indonesia.	Yogyakarta	 has	 become	 so	 identified	 with	
education in Indonesia that almost all provinces (including those outside Java) and several regencies run their 
own dormitories to house students from that area for the duration of their studies. As such, almost all provinces 
have close ties to the city and people of Yogyakarta. 
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what’s most different is that there was no mass movement (from the general public) which 
came	to	help	clear	 the	rubble.	There	were	no	convoys	of	 trucks	filled	with	labour	as	 in	
Yogyakarta. The ones who worked hard clearing the rubble were government labourers and 
volunteers from outside West Sumatra. For me, this is puzzling. It’s a question: why is the 
solidarity of the people of Yogyakarta and thereabouts so high when, after an earthquake 
occurred in Padang, it was so low?”
As stated by Pak Bayudono above, after the earthquake in Yogyakarta much 
aid came from the residents of surrounding areas. At the beginning of the post-
earthquake period, aid took the form of food, clothing, and equipment to help clear 
the rubble. Aid also included labour to help clear the rubble from the destroyed 
buildings. People came to the earthquake zone in Yogyakarta in convoys, carrying 
with them hoes, shovels, hammers, pickaxes, and other tools. When they arrived at 
the posts, they asked what work they could do, particularly work related to clearing 
of rubble. Several groups went to villages where their relatives or friends lived to 
help clear the rubble. Groups came from a number of districts, including Sleman, 
Gunung Kidul and Kulon Progo—they even came from parts of Central Java such 
as Purworejo, Kebumen, Magelang, Temanggung, and Salatiga. One volunteer was 
Pak Eko (age 43), who came from Magelang. He stated:
”I’ve come together with my friends many times to help get rid of the rubble from the 
destroyed buildings here in Bantul. I came together with a bunch of my friends by truck. 
We didn’t rent the truck. We’re just paying for gas for the truck, a total of Rp 200,000. 
So that means Rp 5,000 each person. We’ve all brought some provisions from home: a 
package of rice and some water. Each of us has brought a hoe and shovel so that we can 
work to clear the rubble and destroyed homes. I’ve often come together with different 
groups to Bantul to help them clear the rubble. Sometimes it’s with a prayer group. Other 
times it’s with a peasants’ group. Sometimes it’s with the men and youths of my RW. We 
can’t	give	any	financial	or	material	aid.	We	can	only	donate	our	labour	to	help	the	people	
of Bantul affected by the earthquake”.
The groups which helped clear the rubble came from various parts of society. 
They included, but were not limited to, senior high school students, university 
students, prayer groups, church groups, the Muhammadiyah Youth, the NU Youth, 
the Hindu Youth, the Buddhist Youth, and the Confucian Youth. They were spread 
throughout the various affected villages. Almost all of these groups of workers 
brought their own food. Furthermore, they also brought different kinds of aid 
required by the earthquake victims. They did not differentiate between victims at the 
time. They did not consider recipients’ religions, ethnicities, or other social status. 
One young man from Temanggung, Hamid (age 27), stated:
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”We come from Jumo Hamlet in Temanggung District. We were motivated to help here 
because we saw on the television and heard on the radio how bad the situation was now in 
Bantul because of the earthquake. We also heard that a lot of people from other districts 
had come here to help. That’s why, in our RW meeting, we decided that we would help as 
best as we could and provide service by clearing the rubble. We took some aid from our 
village—rice, noodles, vegetables and whatnot—and then helped clear the rubble from 
residents’ homes and helped set up some non-permanent houses. I feel so sad to see the 
effects of the earthquakes on my brothers here. Hopefully these temporary homes can 
become a reality. It’s rained several times, and the victims have suffered so much because 
of the rain”.
The aid received during the emergency period was considerable and originated 
from a number of sources, but in the early days following the earthquake it was 
still poorly coordinated. Areas closer to the main roads, which had greater ease of 
access,	 received	 aid	more	 readily	 than	 those	 for	which	 access	 remained	difficult;	
several	more	 isolated	 and	 difficult	 to	 reach	 areas	 did	 not	 receive	 any	 aid.	At	 the	
village level, there were likewise disparities in the aid received. Areas closest to the 
centre of village governance received greater aid than more distant areas. This led 
communities to develop an agreement through which aid would be collected at the 
village centres and then distributed equitably, in accordance with the severity of the 
situation. At the hamlet level a similar phenomenon occurred. Households closest to 
the main roads received more aid than the households located in isolated areas. The 
issue of coordination was a major one in the early days following the earthquake. 
Later on this issue was addressed through the establishment of posko (command 
posts) in several parts of each hamlet. These were managed by the youths in each 
hamlet.
After some time, the inequality of the distribution of aid began to create 
some	 tensions	 and	 conflict	 between	 the	 earthquake	 victims.	 Early	 on,	 following	
the earthquake, it had been agreed that assistance should be collected at the hamlet 
security	 offices.	 This	 was	 implemented	 to	 facilitate	 coordination	 and	 prioritise	
solidarity and fairness. However problems then arose when aid from relatives and 
friends was directly given to victims and their households. This created bad feelings 
among	 the	 victims	 of	 the	 earthquake,	 as	 some	 considered	 that	 the	 beneficiaries	
of such support were not showing solidarity with others. Meanwhile, donors also 
preferred that their assistance be given mainly to their immediate family and not 
divided equally among other victims. Even now, the issue of such assistance remains 
a problem and has created a hole in the heart of each citizen.
5 –Dealing with Natural Disaster: Sriharjo in the Aftermath of the 2006 Earthquake   213
Another issue was jealousy and distrust of the aid administrators, which 
poisoned	the	aid	distribution	process.	Though	this	did	not	end	up	provoking	conflict,	
rumours and gossip abounded in the village.
In	addition	to	the	aid	reported	and	distributed	through	the	village	offices,	there	
was also direct assistance given to the posko in each hamlet. This direct assistance 
came, in part, because of good relationships among villages, as well as the desire of 
relatives, friends and acquaintances residing in different hamlets to help. Therefore, 
assistance was often taken on directly in each hamlet.
Variations occurred in the forms of assistance because of a lack of coordination 
immediately	following	the	earthquake.	Village	offices	were	completely	destroyed,	
and	 village	 oficials	 were	 themselves	 among	 the	 victims,	 losing	 family	 members	
and homes. Therefore, immediately following the earthquake, the government was 
essentially paralyzed. Only a few facilities were able to be actively involved in the 
distribution of aid.
During the period immediately following the earthquake, the kinds of help which 
people gave to each other as has been described above, were all done without any 
expectation of reciprocity; they were considered as outside the system of sambatan, 
tetulung, etc. which governed help among neighbours and kin in normal times.
Social solidarity during recovery
a. Social solidarity between neighbours
As explained in the previous chapter, the practice of community togetherness in 
Sompok and Miri relies on key social values such as harmonious living, friendliness, 
mutual aid (sambatan), mutual giving (weh weh), asking things of each other (jaluk 
jinaluk), regular visits with neighbours (saban sinaban), and help (tetulung). This 
practice played an important role during the earthquake and after. The scope of this 
solidarity is generally small-scale, local, and was part of the habits and behaviour 
patterns of daily life both before and after the earthquake struck.
Neighbours’ tendency to help each other became more prominent in the time 
immediately following the earthquake. If someone had something they could share—
generally a harvested crop—they would give it to their closest neighbours. This habit 
of sharing things with their neighbours depended on how close their relationship 
was. The closer the neighbours were, the more often they would share with each 
other. For example, Bu Mar (age 56) in Sompok, who always shared vegetables with 
her next-door neighbour before the earthquake, stated:
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”It has been our habit here, over generations, to always share our crops with Mbah Jo’s 
family.	 If	we’ve	got	a	harvest	of	vegetables	 in	our	garden	and	 rice	 in	 the	fields,	 in	 the	
evening when I get home I’ll be sure to have my youngest child take a few bundles of 
vegetables to Mbah Jo. Sometimes this will be long beans, eggplants, or yams. Usually, on 
days when Mbah Jo harvests bananas or peanuts, we’ll be given some. I’ve never counted 
how much we give and how much we receive. The important thing is that our relationship 
stays strong, so that we can look after each other’s homes when we go out. Even though 
Mbah Jo is not part of our family, our relationship is still very close. Even closer than 
family. After the earthquake, we had a harvest of vegetables and Mbah Jo harvested yams. 
We gave each other food then. It was the same after the earthquake, when we were visited 
by a family member from near Yogyakarta city who brought such necessities as rice and 
other food to us. We also shared it with Mbah Jo and the next neighbour over. Living in 
the village, it’s best and easiest if we can share with our neighbours, in happiness and in 
sorrow”.
Aside from the harvests, foods purchased elsewhere can also be given as oleh-
oleh (gifts from someone returning from travels). Usually it is the women who are 
most diligent in giving these oleh-oleh to their neighbours after travelling outside 
the village. If they go to the Imogiri Market, Yogyakarta City, or another, further 
place, when they come home they will be sure to bring oleh-oleh for their next-door 
neighbours. For instance, Ibu Warti (age 61), a resident of Miri who was asked to 
travel to Tegal with her child a few days after the earthquake, returned bringing 
many different kinds oleh-oleh. She immediately asked her grandchildren to take the 
food to the home of Ibu Kamsi and another neighbour.
”It’s our habit here to give each other oleh-oleh after we get back from somewhere. If I 
go to the market or wherever, as long as it’s a bit far away, I’ll always bring back a few 
oleh-oleh for Ibu Kamsi who lives next door. Usually I bring her prepared foods like cakes, 
crackers, and other snacks. Ibu Kamsi isn’t a stingy person. If she harvests vegetables 
from	her	fields,	we’re	always	given	some.	We’ve	been	doing	this	for	a	long	time.	In	fact,	
before	we’d	often	go	to	each	other’s	homes	and	ask	for	fire,	for	ingredients	such	as	salt,	
chilies, garlic, and the like. Or we’d even borrow rice if we didn’t have any rice. We’re 
neighbours, so we should be able to share with each other. We can’t be cheap. Especially 
since Ibu Kamsi lives on her own now, since her husband passed away a few years ago. 
Her home was also destroyed, like ours, so before she had a rumah bedeng (a very simple 
temporary home with a tarp roof and bamboo walls), we had Bu Kamsi live with us in a 
tent set up by my child”.
Aside from giving gifts, there was a culturally sanctioned practice of asking 
neighbours for help in times of need. However, this tendency had become less 
common, and was felt more in Sompok than in Miri. Despite the emergency 
conditions, after the earthquake asking for help remained uncommon in Miri. The 
residents would feel ashamed to ask their neighbours for help; however, they would 
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accept help from their neighbours if offered. In Javanese etiquette, giving, accepting, 
and requesting something are valued differently. Giving something is considered of 
the greatest value, followed by accepting something and then requesting something. 
This	 tendency	 was	 generally	 related	 to	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 residents’	 daily	 needs,	
particularly in terms of food items such as yams, bananas, and vegetables, as well 
as ingredients and cooking utensils such as banana leaves, bamboo, and seeds. This 
tendency was strongest in areas where there were few shops, becoming weaker 
in areas where there were more shops offering residents their daily needs. The 
prevalence of this tendency was also related to the weakening of inter-neighbour 
bonds. Ibu Udi (age 43), of upper Sompok, often had to ask her next door neighbour 
for help.
”We’ve gotten used to asking our neighbours for help. Our relationship is closer than 
that of family members. If I don’t have any foodstuffs at home, I’ll go to my neighbour 
next door and ask what she has that I can use to cook today. Usually I’ll go straight to the 
kitchen. If my neighbour has any vegetables, then I’ll immediately say that I’d like some 
of the vegetables. It could be long beans, bean leaves, yam leaves, or whatever. On other 
days, my neighbour might come to my house and ask for vegetables, salt, chilies or other 
ingredients. Sometimes we’ll ask each other for prepared foods. We don’t feel any shame 
or unease when we open lids and ask for prepared foods. That’s what we usually do if our 
neighbour’s cooked some special vegetables such as sayur asem, oseng-oseng tempeh and 
whatnot. If I need leaves to wrap up some pepes, usually I’ll ask my next door neighbour. 
We’ve been doing this for years, since I was little”.
Another habit which residents maintained following the earthquake was visiting 
their neighbours, known nonggo. In both Miri and Sompok this continued on, and 
even increased, following the earthquake. Visiting one’s neighbours served as an 
arena for individuals and families to strengthen their bonds with each other, as they 
were	 able	 to	 share	 stories	 and	 talk	 about	 the	difficult	 lives	 they	 faced	 as	 a	 result	
of the earthquake. Before this earthquake, these visitations were generally done by 
women when they looked after their children during the day and the men after they 
returned home from work in the evening. Women would gather with their children 
at a neighbour’s home and take on small jobs, such as peeling peanuts and shucking 
corn. After cooking in the morning, they would usually meet their neighbours in their 
neighbours’ yard or garden. While feeding their children or watching their children 
play with other children, the women would chat amongst themselves on a variety of 
subjects, including television shows, gossip, and their children’s development.
The men, meanwhile, would usually gather with the other men in the evening 
after	working	the	fields	or	labouring	at	construction	sites	in	the	city.	Upon	returning	
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home, they would have dinner, put on their sarongs, begin smoking some cigarettes, 
and then walk past their neighbours’ homes. If a neighbour was sitting in front of 
his house or at the side of the street, they would usually stop and chat. They could 
sit	 on	 the	veranda	or	 along	 the	 street.	Eventually	other	men—often	up	 to	five	or	
six—would join them. If the homeowner had any tea, he would offer it to them and 
they would drink while smoking. Sometimes one man would go back home to fetch 
yams, corn, or peanuts to be boiled and served for the group. They would discuss a 
number of things, including agriculture, the seasons, and work; they would also joke 
with each other.
These meeting places were indeterminate and depended greatly on who felt 
fit	 enough	 to	 take	part.	Those	who	were	 already	 tired	would	often	go	directly	 to	
sleep; only those who could not sleep would meet with their neighbours. Though 
it was unsure who would take part, there were men who participated more often 
than others. Some of the men enjoyed visiting their closest neighbours, while others 
would only rarely be seen in these groups.
Aside from building strong social ties, this habit was also related to the residents’ 
interests. Kang Maju (age 53), who worked as a peasant, went to visit his neighbours 
almost every night. He had lived alone with his adult son ever since his wife died a 
few years earlier. Kang Maju, aside from being a hard worker, was very sociable. If 
a neighbour was having trouble, he would try to help in a number of ways:
”Me visiting my neighbour is common in my everyday life. Aside from being bored at 
home,	we’ll	also	be	able	to	talk	with	each	other	to	find	out	how	we’re	doing.	By	talking	
with	each	other,	we	can	 tell	 each	other	 about	 the	difficulties	we’ve	been	having	or	 the	
joy we’ve found. As we’ve gotten older, we’ve had to talk more with our friends and 
neighbours. If we just stay at home, our minds get so confused and life feels as if it’s 
smothering us. By talking with our neighbours, who face the same things we do, we can 
share. Sometimes our neighbours can help us out with our problems”.
After the earthquake, the tendency to speak with their neighbours became 
more common. This was triggered mostly by the fact that they lived together in the 
same tents during the emergency period. They became a single “extended family”, 
cooking, eating, and sleeping in the same tents. As such, the sense of family, of 
togetherness, and a shared fate became very strong following the earthquake. This 
sense remained even after they had occupied their own temporary homes. However, 
eventually this tendency too faded, except among those who truly felt close to their 
neighbours.
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The close relationship between neighbours became apparent in their habits 
of sharing with each other, asking for help from each other, and supporting each 
other in times of need. In the time after the earthquake, receiving and giving help 
to neighbours was common. However, as time passed this spirit of mutual aid grew 
weaker and the situation returned to how it had been before the earthquake.
The image of the situation in Sriharjo, especially Miri, is thus an example 
of how a disaster can dominate the social circumstances of a place. Only a few 
moments after the earthquake, the social situation underwent a drastic change, and 
social devices that were previously hallmarks of daily living habits were disrupted. 
From the third day following the disaster, collaboration between members of the 
community began to increase together with the arrival of volunteers to the village 
and a variety of basic needs being provided. The volunteers went to work cleaning 
the rubble and the daily social habits were able to begin operating again. Activities 
of mutual cooperation, mutual aid (tetulung), exchanging of goods or services (weh-
weh), and acts of worship began to function again, as the foundation of togetherness 
and harmony among neighbours was pieced back together again.
After	the	recovery	phase	was	finished,	practice	of	cultural	solidarity	experienced	
increases and decreases together with the citizens’ ability to rebuild their physical and 
economic independence. Strengthened solidarity occurred when their homes were 
destroyed by the earthquake,42 business ownership and other economic practices had 
collapsed,43 social activities had been cancelled, and the public service institutions 
in the village could be accessed again by all citizens in need. At this time, people 
became aware that the disaster proved able to bring a blessing into their lives. In 
addition to bringing capital to production and business sectors, the disaster also 
provided a new impetus to cultural values which are key to civic life.
The struggle to maintain solidarity and togetherness is evident from the society’s 
ability to sustain the recovery process and to overcome problems with the provision 
and distribution of external assistance. Problems, however, emerged. A few people 
42 In the case of Sriharjo, earthquake victims whose homes were destroyed received aid from a reconstruction 
program and the JRF (Java Reconstruction Fund). From the reconstruction program each hamlet received 
financial	 assistance	 of	 Rp	 30,000,000,	 while	 the	 JRF	 provided	 housing	 units	 for	 families;	 these	 homes,	
measuring twenty-seven square metres, are resistant to earthquakes.
43 Some forms of economic assistance after the earthquake in Sriharjo included Demapan (Independent Village 
Food), PKpeg (Union of Merchant Groups), SPP (Women’s Savings and Credit Groups), Kube (business 
groups), Dasawisma,	 and	 various	 groups	 from	 farming	 to	 beef	 livestock	 and	 fish.	 This	 assistance	 was	
channelled through small business groups formed and founded by the citizens of Sriharjo after the disaster 
passed.
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began gossiping about each other and showed dissatisfaction with the methods of 
aid delivery, the distribution of relief rations was considered inequitable, and there 
were perceived problems of corruption: expenses on donations were charged. 
During	 the	 distribution	 phase	 of	 disaster	 relief	 in	 Sriharjo,	 conflicts	 were	 quite	
common	because	of	allegations	of	corruption	against	village	officials	with	regards	
to	reconstruction	funds.	This	conflict	was,	however,	put	to	rest	after	negotiating	a	
refund of the allegedly misappropriated funds. Gossip about the aid delivery system 
was particularly strong in the mountain regions of Sriharjo (Sompok, Kedungmiri, 
Ketos, Ngrancah), because in this area the majority of the houses were made of 
wood, so the damage was minimal. Therefore, households only received a little 
financial	assistance	compared	with	households	in	the	Ngare	Sriharjo	(plains)	region,	
where	 most	 houses	 were	 severely	 damaged	 or	 completely	 flattened.	 In	 addition	
to such external factors, there were some internal issues, such as the division of 
inheritances,	which	created	conflicts	among	siblings.	While	the	reconstruction	phase	
was still in process, Sriharjo residents experienced some volatility. To receive one of 
houses supplied by JRF (Java Reconstruction Fund), they had to provide their own 
piece	of	land.	This	created	a	sharp	conflict	over	the	division	of	inheritances,	which	
later became a social problem in itself. Social costs turned out to be high, and jobs 
were also suddenly harder to obtain.44 This ultimately strained relationships between 
residents,	and	the	many	rumours	led	to	emergence	of	latent	conflict	within	the	civic	
system. As a result of this situation, the bonds of solidarity among residents became 
increasingly tenuous and increasingly selective. Various forms of social and cultural 
activities were no longer regarded as an obligation, but rather as a burden.
b. Asymmetrical (patronage) relations (trah, friendship, and ngenger)
As mentioned above, after the earthquake many individuals and organizations 
helped the people of Sriharjo rebuild and rise from the rubble. Aid at the village 
and hamlet level was generally divided and distributed by the village administration 
and social groups, while individual aid was distributed directly to households in 
need. These latter aid efforts were supported by various types of relations, including 
kinship (trah), friendship, employment, business, school, and patron–client bonds 
established through ngenger, nyakap, and work as a household servant.
In this section, I will explore the importance of these social relations in the time 
of recovery after the earthquake. Households actively used their existing relations 
44	 After	the	disaster	recovery	period,	many	residents	experienced	difficulty	finding	jobs.	Many	had	moved	to	the	
north (to Yogyakarta), which also created strain among the community.
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to return to a normal life. One important form of relation during the recovery period 
was kinship ties within the descent group, or trah. A trah is a group of individuals 
with a shared kinship relationship. This kinship may not only be biological in 
nature, but also social, meaning that members may be brought into the trah through 
marriage or adoption. Various trah often establish their own organizations to 
strengthen personal bonds and ensure that they do not forget each other (ngumpulke 
balung pisah, ora kepaten obor).	They	may	also	help	each	other	in	difficult	times	
(Sairin, 1992).45 The social solidarity within a trah is generally quite strong, and this 
may be further developed through routine meetings. Among the Javanese people, 
there are trah which are considered to be descended from the nobility, trah which 
are considered to be descended from the wealthy, and trah which are considered 
to be descended from the common people.46 Kin who lived far from Sriharjo and 
were	financially	better	off	were	a	main	source	of	aid	for	households	affected	by	the	
earthquake. Households belonging to wealthy or noble trah tended to receive more 
aid than those belonging to common trah. For instance, Pak Jono’s wife came from 
Yogyakarta City and was part of the Yogyakarta Palace trah. Before the earthquake, 
Pak Jono and his wife would actively attend trah meetings, which were usually held 
once a month. Furthermore, once a year, normally a few days after Eid al-Fitr, a trah 
meeting would be held at a meeting hall and be attended by trah members from other 
major cities, such as Jakarta, Bandung, and Semarang. In trah meetings, members 
of the trah would have an arisan and discuss the activities and conditions of various 
trah members. Monthly meetings were held at the homes of various trah members. 
Although Pak Jono was not part of the trah organization’s management, and he only 
participated in routine trah activities, after the earthquake he received a considerable 
amount of aid from trah members, both those in Yogyakarta and those in other cities. 
This aid took the form of food materials in the days after the earthquake and building 
materials during the recovery period. When I spoke with him, Pak Jono said:
“I feel grateful that I’ve been helped greatly by my family from my wife’s trah. A few 
days after the earthquake, they came as a group to see us. They brought packages of ready-
to-eat rice as well as necessities, such as rice, instant noodles, and drinking water. After 
that, they also helped us by giving us a tarp and some steel to make a roof for a temporary 
45 More recently trah have been used for political interests, particularly for supporting candidates in elections (for 
village chiefs, regents, governors, and even presidents). 
46 As explained in Chapter 4, during the economic crisis of 1998 the role of kin/trah was almost imperceptible. 
This could possibly be related to the fact that issues faced by households were not too serious, and as such no 
aid from kin/trah was necessary. Meanwhile, the effects of the earthquake were quite severe, and thus kin/trah 
who lived far from the village were moved to help.
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house. It turned out that some members of our trah in Yogyakarta City also fell victim to 
the earthquake, so the aid had to be divided among many families. In such conditions, we 
can truly feel the importance of having family and a trah”.
There were also cases where the trah was unable to provide much aid, as almost 
all of its members had fallen victim to the earthquake. This was experienced, for 
instance, by Pak Sukiman from Miri, whose home was completely destroyed in the 
earthquake. He was a trah member through his wife, and nearly all of the members of 
his trah lived near Imogiri. The trah was not a wealthy one, nor was it one with many 
high	office	holders,	though	one	of	its	ancestors	had	been	a	pamong desa. Following 
the earthquake, members of this trah could only visit each other and help in small 
amounts. Pak Sukiman talked about the trah’s role for his family:
“We didn’t get that much aid from our trah. Most of the members were also victims and 
their condition was almost the same as ours. Nevertheless, after the earthquake, we visited 
each other and lent each other strength. We visited and were also visited by our family in 
the trah. We were given aid in the form of food materials and some clothing. We were so 
pleased with them coming to see how we were doing”.
As with the trah, kinship through marriage was also an important factor speeding 
recovery following the earthquake. For instance, Pak Purwo, a retired elementary 
school teacher, had a besan (father of his daughter-in-law) from Surabaya. This 
besan	was	a	civil	servant,	like	his	daughter,	in	an	East	Java	government	office.	After	
the earthquake, the family of Pak Purwo’s besan came to Yogyakarta to check on 
and meet with Pak Purwo’s family. At the time, Pak Purwo was still living in an 
emergency tent in front of his house. Aside from bringing aid, in the form of food 
and medicine, Pak Purwo’s guests also gave him Rp 5,000,000 in cash as they were 
preparing to return to Surabaya. They stated that they could only contribute a little, 
and	that	they	hoped	that	the	money	would	be	sufficient	to	buy	cement	to	help	rebuild	
Pak Purwo’s destroyed house. The family of Pak Purwo’s besan also asked if he 
would prefer to live for a while in Surabaya, though Pak Purwo politely refused this 
offer by saying he would rebuild his house. Pak Purwo later told me:
“Last week, our extended family from Surabaya came to see us here. They were very 
concerned to see our condition as it is. My house was totally destroyed. It can’t be 
used again. I told them that we couldn’t receive them as appropriate. We only sat in an 
emergency tent in front of the house. Despite this situation, they were happy to see that we 
were all healthy and that none of our family members had fallen victim to the earthquake. 
They brought lots of food materials and medicine. Furthermore, they gave us some money 
to buy the construction materials we need. We were very happy that they could come. Not 
just because of the aid they gave, but their great attention and sympathy touched us. They 
came all the way from Surabaya by car to see us here”.
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Visits from kin from throughout Indonesia were common after the earthquake. 
As a result of widespread coverage of the disaster, both on television and in local 
and national newspapers, persons who had kinship relations with households in areas 
severely affected by the earthquake attempted to contact or to visit them. Aside from 
being intended to show the strength of their family bonds, these visits also allowed 
distant kin to provide aid. This indicates that strong kinship bonds increased the 
social solidarity between visitors and visited, despite the great physical distance 
between them. This social solidarity increased following the disaster, and meant a 
great deal to victims of the earthquake.
Although	 kinship	 relations	 were	 important	 and	 significant	 following	 the	
earthquake, the number of kin who visited and the amount of aid given depended 
greatly on the breadth of the recipient’s kinship network, the closeness of relation-
ships, and the socio-economic status of the kin. Victims of the earthquake who had 
relatively close bonds with kin of high socio-economic status tended to get a large 
amount of aid. Conversely, victims who had limited networks, weak bonds, or kin 
with low socio-economic status received less aid; some even received no aid at all.
As with trah, friendship bonds were of great import to households affected 
by the earthquake. Frequent meetings in the workplace, for instance, led to strong 
relationships with co-workers. These relationships would often continue outside the 
workplace, such as at each other’s homes, and thus bonds were created between 
families. For instance, Mas Budi, from Miri, worked as a night watchman at a 
company	 office	 in	Yogyakarta.	A	 fellow	 night	 watchman,	 Fahrul,	 from	 Sleman,	
accompanied him every night. Both men had started families and had two children. 
Their close friendship led to them visiting each other in their free time. Sometimes 
they would exchange some of their harvests, or even their pet cockerels. Their 
relationship was quite close, and as such, after the earthquake, Fahrul (whose home 
was unaffected) came to visit Mas Budi, whose home was destroyed. Because Mas 
Budi	was	busy	with	the	post-earthquake	clean-up,	Fahrul	agreed	to	watch	the	office	
on his own for several weeks. When he visited Mas Budi, Fahrul brought aid in the 
form of foodstuffs and other necessities. He also mobilised some youths from his 
village to come and help dismantle the ruins of Mas Budi’s house. Mas Budi was 
greatly touched and pleased by his frien’’s efforts:
“Fahrul	and	I,	our	relation	is	like	family.	We	always	help	each	other	if	there	is	difficulty.	
It	so	happens	that	we	both	had	to	watch	the	office	at	night,	and	we	both	worked	the	fields	
during the day. Sometimes we became construction workers. If one of us has a harvest, 
we’ll	always	bring	it	to	the	office.	Sometimes	it’s	vegetables,	fruit,	or	sometimes	we	trade	
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chickens or pet birds. We have often visited each other’s homes. After the earthquake, 
Fahrul invited the youths from his village to help me clean the rubble of my home, and so 
in short order it was clean and tidy”.
Social solidarity between co-workers was quite apparent after the earthquake. 
Numerous households received aid from co-workers. This social solidarity was also 
clearly connected to the relationship between them. The closer their social relations, 
the greater their sense of family and familiarity. This led to many households 
receiving words of sympathy, visits, and aid from co-workers.
Social solidarity among school children also increased following the earthquake. 
Some households received visits and aid from their children’s classmates. These 
classmates would usually come in groups, together with some teachers. Aside from 
foodstuffs and money, aid from students in junior and senior high school would often 
take the form of labour. Students would assist with dismantling and clearing the 
rubble. For instance, Kang Murdi, whose eldest child studied at senior high school 
and youngest studied at junior high school, received aid (in the form of labour) from 
his children’s friends. These friends came, in groups, by motorcycle on holidays. 
They helped dismantle the ruins and clear away the rubble. Kang Murdi only 
provided drinks and snacks for them, because the children had brought their own 
food from home. In front of his home, Kang Murdi told me:
“They are all my children’s classmates. They came in groups. Sometimes it was the friends 
of my child who is in senior high school, while on other days it was the friends of my child 
who is in junior high school. They came and worked while sometimes joking with my 
children. My children were also pleased to be visited and helped by their friends. What’s 
more, my children also felt entertained, because they’ve been living in a small and hot tent 
for several weeks now. Their friends’ coming has helped reduce my children’s sadness”.
Bonds of friendship having a role after the earthquake was not limited to 
persons who were still in school. It also extended to persons who had attended school 
together, even many years previously. Mas Yusuf, who had attended a diploma 
programme at a university in Yogyakarta, was visited by some of his friends from 
that university. These friends, who came from various regencies in Central Java, 
came as a group to Mas Yusuf’s house and gave him both foodstuffs and cash for 
rebuilding. The relationships between Mas Yusuf and his friends had been quite 
close during university, and some of his classmates would frequently come to visit 
him at home or even spend the night there. As such, these friends had also developed 
bonds with Mas Yusuf’s family. Upon hearing of the earthquake which had stricken 
Bantul, they attempted to contact Mas	Yusuf	and	find	out	the	situation	of	him	and	his	
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family. As such, twelve of Mas Yusuf’s former classmates came to his house to visit. 
Mas Yusuf’s mother and father were quite pleased by this visit.
“I’m so pleased to be visited by my friends from back in university. They still remember us 
here. Even though now they are all working in their own areas, the family and friendship 
bonds between us are still maintained well. My father and mother cried to see my friends 
come to our house”.
Aside from friendship, social solidarity based in business relations also had 
a role during the recovery period. For instance, Ibu Ida, a small-scale merchant in 
Miri, received a visit from a merchant based in Yogyakarta City. Their relationship 
was predominantly a business one, which had developed because Ibu Ida always 
purchased her wares at the Aman Store in Yogyakarta. Ibu Ida knew the owner and 
employees of this store well. Because she often shopped there, the owner knew where 
Ibu Ida lived and some of her family background. As such, after the earthquake the 
store owner came to Ibu Ida’s home and gave aid, in the form of foodstuffs such as 
rice and noodles. Ibu Ida told me:
“I never expected the owner of the store where I usually shop to come to our house after 
the earthquake. He came to our house with three of his employees. They brought with them 
many basic necessities. Aside from feeling surprised, I was so happy. It turned out that the 
store owner remembered me. Even though I’m not a big merchant and only shop a little, 
every time I shop I chat with the owner and the employees at the store. Indeed, I’ve almost 
never tried haggling when shopping at that store. Because they know I shop so I can resell 
things, they give me the stock price. If I compare it with other places, that store tends to 
be cheaper”.
Social relations based on service were also important, as can be seen from the 
case of Kang Sarno. Kang Sarno was a pedicab driver from Miri who always “set his 
base” in the Prawirotaman area, which is known for its numerous hotels that, despite 
not being very large, are popular for foreign tourists. Kang Sarno had worked as 
a pedicab driver for more than ten years, and he had numerous regular customers, 
tourists from Europe (mostly the Netherlands) who would contact him before 
travelling to Yogyakarta. As such, when one of these tourists came to Yogyakarta 
three months after the earthquake and met with Kang Sarno, this tourist asked to see 
Kang Sarno’s home. After renting a vehicle, the tourist in question came to Kang 
Sarno’s	home	and	saw	that	it	had	been	flattened.	The	tourist	then	said	that	he	had	
opened a collections box in the Netherlands for Kang Sarno. After they had returned 
to Yogyakarta, Kang Sarno was given 1,000 Euros in donations, with the request that 
it be used to rebuild his home. This was not the only aid received by Kang Sarno 
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from his frequent customers. There were some tourists who also donated to Kang 
Sarno in regard of his lost. Kang Sarno told me:
“I’m very grateful. Even though I’m just a pedicab driver and illiterate, it turns out that my 
customers helped me greatly in rebuilding my home. I received almost 2,000 Euros in aid 
from my guests. They were moved and touched to see the condition of my home and my 
family. This money, I exchanged it, and then I used it to rebuild my house. I’ve always tried 
to be friendly, to smile, and to provide the best service to these guests. I never expected that 
they would give so much aid”.
Long-standing social relations, including patron–client ones and ngenger, were 
also a source of aid following the earthquake. For instance, Pak Jirno received some 
financial	 aid	 from	Pak Doro, with whom his child had undergone ngenger some 
years previously. Although Pak Jirno’s child was living in Semarang at the time of 
the earthquake, the social relations between the two families remained close. When 
the earthquake happened, Pak Doro’s children were working in Jakarta, Surabaya, 
and Balikpapan. The economic situation of Pak Doro and his children was quite 
good. As such, when they heard that Pak Jirno’s house had been destroyed in the 
earthquake, they sent a message, through a neighbour, for Pak Jirno to come to Pak 
Doro’s house in Yogyakarta City. When Pak Jirno came, Pak Doro and his wife were 
there. After some time talking, and after being given some food, Pak Jirno expressed 
that	he	would	be	going	home.	At	this	time,	he	was	given	a	large	envelope	filled	with	
cash. This money was given as aid from Pak Doro and his children. Pak Doro asked 
that	Pak	Jirno	use	this	money	to	rebuild	his	home	and	to	fulfil	his	family’s	everyday	
needs. Pak Doro also said that, once he had enough time, he would be visiting Pak 
Jirno at his home. Pak Jirno told me:
“Yes, I consciously went to Pak Doro’s house, both to tell him the condition of my 
destroyed house and to ask him for what aid he could spare. It turned out that Pak Doro 
and Ibu Doro received me very well. He was sad to hear that our home had been destroyed. 
When	I	went	home,	I	was	given	a	large	enveloped	filled	with	Rp	2,000,000	in	cash.	He	
asked that I use this money as best as possible, particularly to buy building materials to 
make a temporary home”.
Not unlike Pak Jirno’s experience receiving aid from Pak Doro, the patron–
client relations stemming from working other people’s land (sakap-menyakap 
tanah) was also a source of aid following the earthquake. This was experienced, for 
example, by Kang Jatmo, who worked the land of Pak	Rudi,	a	police	officer	who	
lived in Jakarta, but whose parents originated from Miri. Pak Rudi inherited 3,000 
square meters of land from his father, and for decades this land was worked by Kang 
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Jatmo. Kang Jatmo would report on the harvest every four to six months, when Pak 
Rudi would return to Miri to see his mother, who lived alone. These two men had 
known each other since their youth, as they had been classmates from elementary 
school to junior high school. Pak Rudi continued his schooling, whereas Kang Jatmo 
only became a construction worker and farm labourer. Although they had been 
playmates as children, if they met and spoke it was readily apparent that Pak Rudi 
held a higher social position than Kang Jatmo. Kang Jatmo’s manner of speaking and 
body language exhibited deference and politeness. Aside from working Pak Rudi’s 
land, Kang Jatmo was also asked to look after and assist Pak Rudi’s mother. During 
the earthquake, the house of Pak Rudi’s mother was damaged, albeit not destroyed, 
as the core building was still a traditional Javanese home (joglo), whereas Kang 
Jatmo’s house was severely damaged. A few days after the earthquake, Pak Rudi 
returned to Miri to visit his family. He also went to Kang Jatmo’s home to see its 
condition. Pak Rudi gave some cash to Kang Jatmo so that the latter could purchase 
his basic necessities. When Kang Jatmo was building a temporary home, he was also 
given some money to buy construction materials. When I met him at his home, Kang 
Jatmo told me:
“My relation with Pak Rudi and his family is a rather close one. I’ve been asked to look 
after his house and his mother. All the time I go to Pak Rudi’s house to check on it and 
make repairs. Even though he was my classmate, I still respect him because he has a high 
office	and	is	wealthy.	He	is	descended	from	a	well-to-do	family	here.	After	the	earthquake,	
Pak Rudi often gave me money, be it simply to buy cigarettes and food or to rebuild my 
home. He is kind and has never been stingy in giving me aid”.
c. Religious solidarity
Social solidarity in the religious domain was seen in the form of bonding, 
brotherhood, belief, and social practice based on religious principles. Among 
the	 majority	 Muslim	 population	 of	 Sriharjo,	 this	 form	 of	 religious	 unification	
was tangible in religious activities such as yasinan, ta’liman, recitals, hadrohan, 
tadarusan,47 and the organizational activities of NU and Muhammadiyah. At the 
time of the earthquake, solidarity was not yet seen clearly, but in the aftermath it 
47 Yasinan is recitation of Yasin verses in group of several people, usually for begging mercy and forgiveness for 
the souls of the deceased. Ta’liman is from the word ta’lim that means provision of knowledge, comprehension, 
understanding, responsibility, and planting mandate to purify people and to make them useful for others. 
Hadrohan is from the word hadroho which means the presence, usually hadrohan translates into the sound of 
tambourine (rebana). A group of people, men and women sitting separately, performs dhikr by using music. 
Tadarusan is learning, analysing, reviewing, and taking lesson from the Qoran, usually holds by a group of 
people.
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became the basis for disaster victims to seek tranquillity and inner peace, at least 
for some time. Most of the residents had to rely on such solidarity to return to a 
normal state of living. The local religious scholars and clerics had always appealed 
to residents to be introspective and become closer to God so that a sense of inner 
peace can be achieved. With calamity and disaster, the religious leaders continued 
to invite citizens to strengthen their interpersonal relationships and comradery, and 
to	 instil	 confidence	 that	 they	were	 not	 alone,	 but	 had	many	 brothers	 and	 sisters,	
unaffected by the disaster, that would come to their aid. In addition, citizens were 
also convinced that the earthquake of 27 May 2006 was not a mere disaster, but 
taught them lessons about life and God’s blessing. Therefore, the citizens were urged 
to get closer to God, increase their prayers, and always be patient and sincere in 
accepting trials from God.
This	motivation	was	 a	 great	 influence.	 It	 awakened	 the	 spiritual	 life	 of	 the	
citizens of Sriharjo and helped foster unity during and after the disaster. Many citizens 
suddenly changed their behaviour, especially as it pertained to carrying out religious 
worship. Many residents of Sriharjo became diligent in attending worship (praying 
in mosques or churches), became more harmonious in their interactions with each 
other, and, most importantly, became conscious of God and quickly faced their trials 
(in the form of the earthquake). This consciousness is what led them to rediscover 
religion and collectively rebuild their lives and communities. One informant from 
Miri, who works as a construction worker, stated:
“The earthquake yesterday heightened faith. Not just for me, but for many people here. 
Many	people	who	were	not	praying	five	times	a	day	have	now	become	diligent	in	their	
prayers. People who had not been persistent in attending mosque, people who used not 
necessarily to be good to everyone … Semuanya podo eling karo gustine (All have 
remembered their God)”.
This strong awareness of the importance of drawing closer to God was not only 
visible in individuals’ religious obligations in everyday life, but could also be seen 
from their increasing awareness of the obligation to provide charity to others. As said 
by the former head of Miri:
“With	 this	disaster,	people	finally	became	aware	of	and	 remembered	God.	They	 feared	
God, recognized the greatness of God. The proof was that those who had not previously 
prayed regularly became diligent in prayer. People who had not attended mosque, did not 
go to church, became very studious in attending congregation, in prayer. Everyone turned 
to God at that time. People who had never been present for Jum’atan showed up every 
week for the Friday prayer. The mosque was full from dawn prayer until evening prayer. 
A few months later, during the feast of Qurban (Eid al-Adha) the number of people at the 
Feast	of	the	Sacrifice	was	like	never	seen	before”.
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Behavioural changes based on religious beliefs, as stated by the informant, 
ultimately became a milestone of disaster relief. The intensity and increased frequency 
of residents’ meeting in places of worship cultivated a spirit of kinship that was closer 
and of greater depth than before. Furthermore, the feelings of anxiety and confusion 
that had stricken people when the disaster occurred gradually lessened. Between the 
second	and	fifth	days,	many	people	began	to	feel	calmer.	Religious	awareness,	along	
with the increasing amount of assistance and volunteers who came to help, enabled 
them to return to some semblance of normal life. This situation continued throughout 
the	emergency	phase	and	on	until	the	reconstruction	phase	had	finished.
Post-reconstruction, bonds of solidarity remained stronger through religious 
activities. Citizens participated more often in group activities such as the yasinan 
group (specifically	men),	the	berjanji	group	(specifically	women),	the	sholawatan 
group, and the scripture reading group. In addition, people were also increasingly 
united in commemorating religious holidays such as Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, and in 
reminding others of critical months in the religious calendar (such as the birth of the 
Prophet, the revelation of the Qur’an, Ramadan, etc.). Together with efforts meant to 
prepare for another earthquake, these activities continued to encourage residents to 
always be devoted to God and have honest gratitude to Him. People continued to be 
reminded of keeping harmony in religion, their neighbourhood, and the community 
because the experience of the earthquake served as a warning which many took to 
heart. It continued to be positioned, in their minds, as a reminder of God and that the 
people of Sriharjo should always live correctly and remember the Lord. Residents’ 
solidarity also served as a bridge to commemorate the bitter past, opened a way of 
thinking in the present, and showed them how to be optimistic about the future. This 
bolstering of community sentiments created a space where citizens could continue to 
be motivated and think positively about the earthquake.
Some years after the earthquake had passed, however, the bond of religious 
solidarity began to dissipate. This shrinkage was triggered by the assumption that 
living conditions were now safe and lives were recovered, as well as by people being 
occupied by taking care of their individual needs. At that time, many residents of 
Sriharjo had returned to their daily lives and regular patterns of behaviour as seen 
before the disaster. One person had this to say:
“Right now everything has returned to the way it was before the earthquake. People who 
were essentially methake (dishonest,	disobedient,	and	selfish)	went	back	to	being	methake 
again. People have reappeared as their previous selves”.
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In addition to internal factors, this slackening in religious fervour was also 
caused	 by	 external	 factors,	 such	 as	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 ideology	 of	 religious	
fanaticism brought by the Islamic Defenders Front group (FPI), the varying political 
party	 affiliations	 of	 citizens,	 and	 their	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 disaster	 aid	 they	had	
received (or the lack of it). 
Thus,	 when	 the	 disaster	 struck,	 it	 had	 initially	 a	 strong	 influence	 on	 the	
formation of religious observance and community ties, although in the end that was 
also the reason for the abandonment of these bonds. Simply put, the earthquake 
could strengthen the bonds of solidarity that united the people of Sriharjo, but it also 
had	implications	that	could	potentially	trigger	latent	conflict	or	strain	relationships	
between people in their neighbourhoods.
Changes in post-reconstruction times
The changes occurring after the earthquake were both physical, social economic, 
and cultural. I will start by elaborating the physical changes that have happened in 
Sriharjo, followed by social economic changes and, last, cultural changes.
Physical changes in Sriharjo are mainly a consequence of the aid received 
after the earthquake. There has been a considerable change in settlement patterns 
and the design of homes since the earthquake, especially after the introduction of 
the homebuilding assistance from the government and other donors. Before the 
earthquake, in West Sriharjo—the location most severely affected by the earthquake—
houses were clustered tightly together. The distance between buildings was irregular 
and often minimal. Paths leading to houses were not clearly visible; often, to enter 
the house of a resident, one had to cross the front terrace or yard of a neighbour. The 
paths	were	narrow	and	difficult	to	access.	There	was	no	clear	boundary	between	one	
house and another. Occasionally trees were used as boundary markers of yards, but 
this only added to the confusion. Often family members’ homes shared a yard and it 
was	not	clear	whose	house	belonged	to	whom,	making	it	difficult	for	visitors.	Many	
houses were built on the traditional design of a pyramidal building used jointly by 
several households. Most housing in this style was used by extended families, such 
as parents whose married children have started their own families, but still reside 
together in a large house. In addition, between the various houses there were bushes 
and gardens containing a variety of crops such as coconuts, betel nuts, and bananas.
This	 changed	 significantly	 after	 the	 earthquake	 and	 the	 entry	 of	 assistance	
programmes from the government and other institutions. One of the conditions to 
receive housing assistance was that a resident must already be married and have a 
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family. Some households, as they still occupied a single building, had married sons 
and daughters still registered on the same family card as their parents. At the time 
of data collection on the number of families needing assistance, these family units 
began to register as a separate families. This led to a large increase in the number of 
registered households in Sriharjo. The new homes generally measured twenty-seven 
square meters and were built beside the main buildings that had collapsed during 
the earthquake. As such, within a short time there was an increase in the number of 
houses in Sriharjo, and at the same time a reduction in their average size. One or two 
years after the earthquake, there appeared to be more maximal utilization of yards; 
more opf the yard area was used for housing, therefore some gardens disappeared. 
The housing assistance also spurred people to divide up inherited land. Inheritance 
and the resulting yard boundaries were crucial to determine the locations of new 
homes. One resident, Pak Min, who split up his family’s card to receive separate 
housing aid, stated:
“Before the earthquake, I lived in my house with my wife, two married children, their 
spouses and my grandchildren, so it was very crowded. After the earthquake, the 
government said that if we have separate family cards, it would help us get housing. If 
we separated the ID cards according to each household, we could get three houses, one 
for each family. Therefore, I agreed with my children to divide the yard into three as a 
form of inheritance. After we decided on the division and I reported to the village leader, 
we	specified	the	location	of	the	houses	for	my	two	children.	So	my	yard	is	quite	different	
now”.
Thus, two years after the earthquake, the form of settlement and housing in 
Sriharjo had changed considerably. Almost all of the homes were of uniform size, 
shape, and quality of materials. All homes were required to withstand shocks from 
earthquakes, so their foundations have been reinforced with the walls made of stone. 
The number of rooms is also uniform: one bedroom, a living room, a kitchen, and 
a little terrace in front. As the years passed, some households started adding onto 
the buildings to suit their needs. Though some of them began to increase the size of 
the building, almost no households chose to increase the area of their living room. 
This is very different than in the traditional Javanese homes which existed before 
the earthquake, in which a spacious living room usually took up almost half of the 
building. Such a division was done because people required space to receive guests 
and conduct various domestic activities. Space limitations were among the primary 
causes of the loss of these communal customs in several areas of Sriharjo.
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As explained above, aside from physical aid for the houses, there was also 
aid intended to improve the economy of the community. A number of government 
and private institutions, including banks, gave aid to households which had been 
affected by the earthquake. For instance, there was much aid intended to develop 
micro-industries in such sectors as food and husbandry. Banks gave long-term 
funding and charged little interest. Some of this aid was used well by the recipients. 
Other recipients, however, spent this aid wastefully, focusing on their own daily 
consumption. Several households received housing aid more than once; these 
households actually felt fortunate. Several households were successful in developing 
micro-industries, whereas others experienced no change in their socio-economic 
status.
The	financial	aid	which	entered	following	the	earthquake	was	one	 important	
factor in the restarting the economy of the residents of Sriharjo. After aid was 
granted for constructing schools, mosques, irrigation, housing, and the like, many 
construction workers who had lost their jobs in the earthquake found new work 
closer to home. For a time they no longer had to leave the village or travel to the 
city	to	find	employment,	as	 they	were	busy	at	home,	at	 the	homes	of	neighbours,	
and	with	government	projects.	For	the	first	several	months	after	the	earthquake	the	
village was full, and everybody was busy working. Reconstruction opened other 
opportunities. As the demand for construction materials increased considerably after 
the earthquake, sand excavation in the Opak River was resumed. Several youths 
began working as sand diggers. The need for trucks and other open-bed vehicles 
likewise increased. Some of the village elite, who had the necessary capital, bought 
such vehicles and were soon transporting sand, cement, iron, coal, and tiles for the 
construction of homes and public facilities.
Significant	 socio-economic	 changes	 could	 be	 seen	 two	 years	 after	 the	
earthquake. The aid received, aside from being used for construction, was also used 
for the purchase of items such as televisions, radios, and motorcycles. Most of these 
motorcycles were purchased using a credit system, without any collateral or down-
payments. The ownership of motorcycles increased drastically after the earthquake. 
Where before the earthquake most households had only had one motorcycle (and 
that one generally old and ill-maintained), two years after the earthquake most 
households had more than two motorcycles and a new television. Children also had 
new cellular phones. On the other hand, there are also individuals who were unable 
to make use of the economic boom following the earthquake, because they were old, 
disabled in the earthquake, or because they lacked the skills needed at the time.
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Comparing the situation in Miri and Sompok in the years after the earthquake, 
we can see that the greatest change occurred in Miri. New homes have been 
constructed	that	are	filled	with	newer	and	more	expensive	tools	and	furnishings,	and	
there are many motorcycles. This is unlike Sompok, where the homes, though more 
modern,48 have not changed much. Traditional Javanese homes made of wood and 
bamboo walls can still be found in this hamlet. Unlike in Miri, where the majority of 
households have more than one motorcycle (and that often a new model), in Sompok 
most households have only one motorcycle, or none at all. If they have a motorcycle, 
in general they had an old or second-hand one.
In	socio-political	terms,	there	were	also	significant	changes	after	the	earthquake.	
The support programs held by various parties, including universities, led to residents 
becoming more willing to speak up if they considered something unjust or improper. 
Previously	they	been	willing	to	hold	demonstrations	at	the	office	of	the	village chief 
when aid packages were distributed unevenly; after the earthquake, they (particularly 
the youths of Sriharjo) were willing to go to the provincial government and the 
regional representatives council and demonstrate against unfair mechanisms and 
improper aid from several donor institutions. They held multiple demonstrations 
and were covered in local media. Their demands for a transparent and accountable 
governance system were often conveyed at the village and hamlet levels.
Changes, as in the socio-economic and political spheres, were also found in 
the slametan ceremonies. In the period immediately following the earthquake it was 
difficult	 to	have	 these	 ceremonies	 in	Miri	 and	Sompok.	People	were	 too	 focused	
on clearing the debris of the toppled homes and other buildings. Shortly after the 
earthquake, one slametan ceremony was held in Sompok because there was still a 
large building intact. In Miri however, even months after the earthquake, there was 
still no sign of slametan feasts. This was not only because survivors were preoccupied 
with the aftereffects of the quake, but also because they lacked the physical space 
to host such ceremonies. People, rather, decided to call the pak modin to the home 
of the slametan organizer and pray there. Blessings and rice were distributed to 
neighbours, and this gradually helped form a new pattern of slametan in Miri. Since 
that time, a more “practical” tradition has emerged, where the pak modin no longer 
comes to the home, but the slametan prayers are held in the mosque and then the 
48	 A	significant	change,	related	to	housing,	occurred	in	Sompok.	Before	the	earthquake,	most	of	the	homes	were	
located along steep hillsides. After the earthquake, mostly for fear of landslides, several households rebuilt in 
fertile roadside valleys. This caused their access to fertile agricultural land to become more limited. 
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person who has organized the ceremony sends blessings (the besek) to the homes of 
his neighbours.
The reasons for this drastic shift in the social and cultural aspects of a place like 
Miri can be easily understood. Survivors were busy for months with reconstruction 
and rehabilitation, and as such there was no time to spare for ceremonies. They 
were likewise consumed with efforts to earn a living; many worked diligently as 
handymen,	construction	workers,	and	in	other	fields	related	to	rebuilding	Sriharjo	
and surrounding areas. Another primary reason was that people simply no longer 
had homes that were large enough to host such social events. Slametan are usually 
attended by all of one’s nearby surrounding neighbours; this can mean the attendance 
of	more	 than	 fifty	 people.	A	 primary	 reason	 for	 rural	 Javanese	 to	 have	 spacious	
homes was to cater to large social events such as slametan. It was important to have 
a space, one room, where everyone could be invited to participate. One aspect of 
more traditional Javanese homes was a gebyok, a decorative room partition made 
of wood that could be removed to create a large, open space. Living rooms in rural 
Java, even in relatively poor households, usually measure seven by four metres or 
larger	to	specifically	accommodate	events,	such	as	slametan, and this was the case in 
Sriharjo before the earthquake. After the earthquake destroyed their homes, almost 
all residents of Sriharjo rebuilt their houses with the help of assistance from the 
government and other institutions. The total building area (this includes bedroom, 
bath and kitchen) was, on average, only nine by thee metres (about twenty-seven 
square metres). Therefore, people were less inclined to carry out slametan in the 
home.	 It	was	decided	 that	 it	was	sufficient	 for	 the	prayers	 to	be	conducted	at	 the	
mosque and the food to be delivered to neighbours’ houses.
Many say that the changes in the slametan rituals initially generated much 
debate. Some people no longer wanted to maintain the tradition of visiting 
neighbours’ homes and praying together. Others, however, claimed that the present 
situation was not conducive to hosting such events at home. Even three months after 
the earthquake, many people were still living in tents, and as such hosting a slametan 
ceremony was impossible. Later, when the homes supplied by government aid were 
completed, holding a slametan ceremony was unfeasible owing to these homes 
smaller sizes. During the many months of the rainy season, holding these events in 
yards was also seen as an inconvenience.
The loss of this aspect of traditional culture and social engagement was a major 
change in the structure and thinking in rural communities, particularly in Miri. In 
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previously mentioned literature (Geertz, 1960: 11–15; Koentjaraningrat, 1984: 
344), slametan has	 a	 deep	 religious	 and	 social	 significance.	This	 habit	 and	 ritual	
of gathering, sharing prayers and food helped create a sense of togetherness and 
harmony with surrounding neighbours. However, such habits are no longer practiced 
in the same way in the social life of Miri. This change suggests that the slametan 
gathering, long held to be a deep-rooted principle of Javanese cultural, social, and 
spiritual life, was not so deep-rooted after all.
Conclusion
The 2006 earthquake caused great destruction in Sriharjo. The nearby epicentre 
of the earthquake, combined with the fault line (the Opak Fault) which passes 
through Western Sriharjo, ensured that most of the houses and buildings in this part 
of Sriharjo were damaged or even destroyed. The unpreparedness of the government 
and general society for this disaster exacerbated the situation for the residents of 
Sriharjo. This can be seen from the slow government response in the days following 
the earthquake. Much of the aid which was received, be it during the emergency or 
recovery phases, appeared ill-coordinated, and as such aid was not distributed evenly 
(among other issues). This indicated that the government did not have any proper 
disaster management plans, and led to unrest and new problems for local residents.
In dealing with the earthquake, the people of Sriharjo were highly active in 
helping each other. This social solidarity appeared strongest in the days following 
the	earthquake.	However,	as	outside	aid	(both	financial	and	material)	arrived,	this	
solidarity became less prominent. Aside from receiving aid from the government 
and other institutions, the populace used existing social relations to collect aid. 
Asymmetrical social relations, such as trah, friendship, ngenger, etc. were major 
sources of this disaster relief. Households with high social statuses which were 
capable of managing their (broader) friendship and kinship networks were better 
able to receive help than poorer households. As such, it is clear that the social and 
economic status of households, together with their breadth of social networks, 
influenced	their	speed	of	recovery	following	the	earthquake.

6 – 
Village Society and the Circle 
of Crisis: What Can We Learn 
from Sriharjo?
This	final	chapter	returns	to	the	central	questions	which	have	guided	this	research,	as outlined in Chapter 1. How has the situation of the rural poor changed in 
Sriharjo over the last forty years?. How has the transformation of the rural economy 
along with considerable contraction in farm employment and expansion in non-farm 
employment affected social security among kin and rural communities, in particular 
with regard to the rural poor? How have conditions of recurrent crisis and disaster 
influenced	the	situation	of	the	rural	poor?	What	is	the	role	of	reciprocal	relations	and	
social networks among kin and co-villagers in times of crisis? And to what extent do 
communal institutions (e.g. village and hamlet relief funds, charity and alms-giving, 
and non-reciprocal, community solidarity forms of gotong royong) play a role in 
supporting vulnerable members of the community in times of crisis?
To guide the empirical study of these questions in Sriharjo, the study has used 
a combination of concepts and literature from poverty and social security studies, 
theories of exchange and reciprocity (symmetrical and asymmetrical), and the 
anthropology of crises and disasters, as was explained in Chapter 1.
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The Struggle Against Poverty, 1960s – 2010s
During the past forty years, the village of Sriharjo has experienced a 
considerable shift, transforming from an isolated village dependent on agriculture to 
one	with	a	diversified	rural	economy	and	established	links	with	urban	and	national	
centres of work and welfare. Sriharjo’s few natural resources, coupled with limited 
access to transportation, were primary reasons for the village’s chronic poverty 
from	the	colonial	period	until	 the	end	of	the	Sukarno	period.	Significant	changes,	
however, began during the middle of the ‘New Order’ regime, sparked by various 
development programmes in the village and the growing availability of non-farm 
employment outside the village. The Green Revolution Programme, which involved 
the provision of irrigation and infrastructure and the use of high-yielding varieties, 
fertilisers and pesticides, increased agricultural output. Concurrently, the Family 
Planning program was quite successful, resulting in a reduction in the number 
of children per household. Buttressing these changes was the construction of the 
Imogiri II Community Health Clinic (Puskesmas), a local government health clinic 
which enabled greater access to community health services in the village. To increase 
household income, small industry sector programmes were implemented to provide 
capital for the production of such goods as palm sugar, tempeh, and woven bamboo 
handicrafts. This provided new work opportunities for the women of the village. The 
government’s transmigration program was also implemented in Sriharjo; however, 
there was little interest in the program, and the number of residents who participated 
was very limited. Most residents chose to stay in the village rather than join the 
programme, as they were fearful of leaving Java and felt uncertain that the move 
would enable them to earn a more prosperous life.
It was not until the mid-New Order, as various urban employment opportunities 
became available, that poverty gradually began to decline in the village. By the 
middle of the New Order, simultaneous developments in both large and small urban 
centres led to greater non-agricultural employment opportunities in urban areas. This 
drove rural residents to seek work in urban centres on a large scale. At that time, many 
Sriharjo residents began working in non-agricultural sectors in the metropolitan 
area of Yogyakarta. They primarily worked as stonemasons, builders, labourers, 
meatball soup vendors, pedicab (becak) drivers, factory workers, domestic servants 
(particularly women), but also held various other types of urban employment. 
This	 occurred	 simultaneously	with	 rural	 intensification	 programmes	 that	 resulted	
in increased yields for the agricultural sector and, thus, continued demand for a 
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(shrinking) agricultural labour force. Sriharjo residents, especially those from the 
eastern	part	of	the	village	who	generally	did	not	own	rice	fields	themselves,	were	able	
to take advantage of this shortage of farm labour. They mobilised into surrounding 
villages to become harvest labourers (buruh derep). In lieu of wages, they received 
unhusked rice, which they stored for their food supply.
Though	it	is	true	that	there	have	been	significant	socio-economic	changes	in	the	
village, groups of underprivileged or poor residents (of varying numbers, and facing 
varying degrees of poverty) were and are still evident in all areas of the village. The 
rural basis of inequality has continued, and even become more severe due to the new 
urban income opportunities in the cities and general rise in living conditions. The 
root and the form of inequality has changed; it is no longer purely determined by 
land ownership and activities in the agricultural sector, but also by different access 
to work and income in non-agricultural sectors.
In summary, since the 1980s Sriharjo has experienced increasing general welfare, 
greatly improved infrastructure, and a decline in incidence of poverty. Readers will 
recall that Penny and Singarimbun, in the early 1970s, proposed four main possible 
routes	out	of	poverty:	(1)	agricultural	intensification;	(2)	family	planning;	(3)	rural	
industrialization, and (4) resettlement outside Java (transmigration). Taking these in 
turn:
First,	it	is	undoubtedly	true	that	agricultural	intensification	(improved	irrigation,	
high-yielding varieties of crops, industrial input, and improved techniques) has 
resulted	 in	 large	 increases	 in	 productivity	 per	 hectare.	 These	 have	 significantly	
benefitted	 all	 rice	 cultivators,	 particularly	 the	minority	 who	 own	 relatively	 large	
farms. For the landless and near-landless (now the majority of households), some of 
these	benefits	have	“trickled	down”	in	the	form	of	increased	harvesting	wages.	
The family planning programme has also been successful, in the sense that 
most if not all couples now have easy access to contraceptive services. The total 
population has, however, continued to grow at the same modest rates (of less than 
1.0 per cent per year) found in the 1960s, with some slowing during the 1970s and 
1980s	but	a	return	to	1960s’	levels	during	the	first	two	decades	of	the	21st century (as 
shown in Chapter 3, Table 3.1). There is no reason to believe that this continuing, 
but	slow,	population	growth	has	been	a	significant	constraint	to	progress	in	economic	
growth	or	poverty	alleviation,	 in	Sriharjo	specifically	or	 in	 the	Yogyakarta	 region	
more generally.
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With regard to “rural industrialisation”, the past four decades have seen the 
emergence of new non-farm (mainly handicraft) industries emerging but also a 
degree of de-industrialisation as some activities (particularly palm sugar production) 
declined.	Much	more	 important	 sources	 of	 income	 diversification	 have	 been	 the	
growth of petty trading opportunities (food-stalls, warung) in and around the village, 
and the enormous growth, not of rural industries, but of other non-farm activities 
outside the village. Resettlement (through transmigration or spontaneous migration) 
to	locations	outside	Java	has	not	been	significant.	Much	more	important	has	been	
commuting and circular migration to various locations of urban employment in 
factories, construction and domestic service, both nearby (Yogyakarta) and more 
distant (Jakarta and West Java).
The Crisis Experience
Based on the comparison of the experiences of the people of Miri and Sompok 
in the late 1990s krismon and	the	2006	earthquake,	the	main	research	findings	can	be	
summarized as follows. First, in many ways, the more “developed” neighbourhoods 
and households are	the	most	vulnerable	to	external	shocks.	This	reflects	the	fact	that	
development	brings	greater	prosperity	to	its	beneficiaries,	but	also	greater	risks.	
Second, the older generations (having experienced the crises of the 1960s, and 
in some cases the 1940s) were less troubled by the hardships of krismon than the 
younger generation who had never experienced such economic crises. 
Third, as for the relatively poor in Sriharjo who often had less access to social 
relations and networks of support, they were highly appreciative of government 
support in the form of food packets, subsidised rice rations (raskin-beras miskin), 
free medical care, etc. In contrast, people were often highly critical of some (not 
all) forms of donation by private organisations, political parties etc. which they 
considered inappropriate and, in some cases, to serve donors’ agendas rather than 
peoples’ needs.
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Crises and Social Solidarity
Communal activities (gotong royong) and other expressions  
of community solidarity
In the immediate aftermath of the 2006 earthquake, gotong royong in its narrow 
sense of communal labour was of great importance in the rescuing of persons trapped 
in their houses, the removal and burial of the dead, care of the injured, setting up 
of temporary shelters and communal kitchens, etc. Meanwhile in the aftermath of 
krismon, communal labour activities for the building and repair of roads, guard 
posts etc. also increased, partly due to the large number of temporarily unemployed 
persons. On the other hand, communal protest and demands for more egalitarian 
distribution of aid, which was provoked by the government responses to krismon, 
can also be seen as an expression of community solidarity.
Individual relations of solidarity and (symmetrical) reciprocity
Spontaneous individual offers of help (without expectation of reciprocity) 
were also found in the wake of both krismon (helping	neighbours	in	the	fields	or	in	
house repair, expecting no more than a meal in return) and the earthquake. Lending, 
borrowing and sharing among individuals were also more common after both krismon 
and the earthquake. In agriculture, sambatan (unpaid reciprocal labour) which had 
been in decline, became more common in times of krismon.
Patronage and networking
For residents who were members of active trah (descent group) networks, these 
networks could provide important sources of support after the earthquake, something 
which was not apparent in the krismon period. Some of the exchanges within trah 
networks were more egalitarian/symmetrical, while others had more an asymmetrical 
(patron-client) character. Patron-client asymmetries were in some cases reversed as 
when a former “client”, relatively unaffected by disaster, brought help to the former 
“patron” who had fallen on hard times. In other cases the relationship was broken 
so that clients could not obtain support in times of need (as when landowners broke 
off their long-standing relations with workers or share-croppers and rented out 
their land to cover immediate cash needs). Meanwhile individual (dyadic) relations 
with patrons (as seen in the ngenger phenomenon) or simply with friends or work 
colleagues	can	also	be	beneficial	to	some	people.	
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Social and ceremonial life
In Miri, the incidence of petty theft increased in the wake of krismon, leading to 
the erection of a new guard post for the night watch. Conversely, in the aftermath of 
the earthquake, although one might expect people to be more vulnerable to theft as 
they lived in temporary shelters, this does not appear to have been a problem. 
After the earthquake, many abangan residents were encouraged to adopt the 
practices of devout Muslims, smething which was not seen in the wake of krismon. 
However, some years later there were signs of decline in religious observance and a 
return to abangan ways. This turnaround may have been partly due to local aversion 
to the presence and activities of fundamentalist groups in the village.
During the krismon, the practice of holding slametan was	simplified	(with	fewer	
guests and more simple food), but retained its basic character of a ritual gathering 
of kin and neighbours at the host’s house. On the other hand, in the aftermath of the 
earthquake, slametan practices in Miri changed more radically. Out of necessity food 
was	first	prayed	over	and	then	sent	to	people’s	houses	as	the	“hosts”	had	no	house	
to receive them in. More out of convenience, houses built with relief aid no longer 
provided a space large enough to accommodate guests, and those living in such 
houses have tended to continue to forego the ritual gathering aspect of the selametan, 
instead sending the food packets to the invitee’s homes.
Conclusion
There is no doubt that local practices and relationships of communal and 
individual	solidarity	provided	significant	and	needed	support	to	many	victims	of	the	
1990s economic crisis and the 2006 earthquake. Nevertheless, not all victims had 
access to these relationships and they are not a substitute for government-sponsored, 
institutionalised social security programmes (in health care, poverty alleviation, 
food subsidies, disaster relief, post-disaster reconstruction, etc.). This continues to 
be a key responsibility of governments.
The state has a primary responsibility to support weaker factions in the 
community, both in ‘normal’ times and (even more so) during natural and economic 
crises/disasters. This support will not succeed if it is implemented hastily, in a 
top down manner through all levels of government, from national to village and 
neighbourhood, especially if the target group is not involved in the entire planning 
process.
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Furthermore, village and neighbourhood-level institutions have proved capable 
of channelling external (government or other) support and subsidies in transparent 
ways. Ordinary people have not been shy in making their voices heard when they 
feel funds are not being handled properly. This provides some grounds for optimism 
that the increased village budgets made available under the new 2014 Village Law 
can be properly and effectively managed for the good of village residents, if (and 
only if) accompanied by strong local democratic mechanisms of control over those 
responsible for the allocation of these funds.

Samenvatting
Deze studie onderzoekt de veranderende ervaringen, onderhandelingen, en sociale	 reconfiguraties	 in	het	 dorp	Sriharjo	 (Kabupaten	Bantul,	Yogyakarta)	
in Indonesië gedurende de turbulente periode tussen de onafhankelijkheid en de 
hedendaagse reformasi. Ze richt zich in het bijzonder op de veranderende condities 
van armoede en sociale solidariteit in de nasleep van twee soorten crises: de algemene 
economische crisis (krismon) in 1997-98 en de aardbeving in 2006, die beide 
wijdverbreide schade in de regio Yogyakarta veroorzaakten. De studie probeert licht 
te werpen op de verschijnselen crisis en ramp door ze te beschouwen als processen 
van sociale ordening, sociale ontregeling, en sociale herordening, een verschijnsel dat 
op zichzelf de moeite waard is te bestuderen. Ze onderzoekt de sociale processen die 
plaatsvonden vóór, gedurende, en na de crisis en de ramp. Welke gevolgen heeft de 
transformatie van de rurale economie alsmede de (veronderstelde) graduele afname 
van sociale solidariteit onder verwanten en dorpelingen gehad voor de situatie van 
de armen op het platteland? Wat onthullen crisis en ramp over sociale relaties en hun 
dynamiek? Wat voor nieuwe kansen scheppen ze, en voor wie? Wat is de betekenis 
van reciproque relaties en sociale netwerken tussen verwanten en dorpsgenoten 
in tijden van crisis? En tot welke hoogte spelen gemeenschapsinstituties (zoals 
hulpfondsen in gehuchten en dorpen, liefdadigheid en het geven van aalmoezen, en 
niet reciproque vormen van gemeenschapssolidariteit als gotong royong) een rol in 
het steunen van kwetsbare leden van de gemeenschap in tijden van crisis?
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Het dorp Sriharjo, gelegen in het zuidelijk deel van de regio Yogyakarta, is 
als onderzoeklocatie gekozen vanwege het bestaan van een belangrijke eerdere 
studie over hetzelfde dorp: Penny and Singarimbun’s Population and Poverty in 
Rural Java: Some Economic Arithmetic from Shriharjo (1973), gebaseerd op 
Singarimbun’s veldwerk in 1969-70 aan het begin van Suharto’s Nieuwe Orde. 
Hun studie van de condities van bevolkingsdichtheid, isolement, en armoede stelde 
me in staat de belangrijkste veranderingen en verbeteringen in welvaart te traceren 
die, aangemoedigd door zowel interne als externe ontwikkelingen, gedurende een 
periode van meer dan 40 jaar plaatsvonden. Om de analyse aan te scherpen heb 
ik twee contrasterende gehuchten (dusun) voor diepgaand onderzoek geselecteerd. 
Dusun Miri in het noordwestelijk deel van het dorp en Dusun Sompok gelegen in 
het uiterste oosten van het dorp. Dusun Miri in het laaggelegen geïrrigeerde deel van 
het dorp is economisch gezien meer ontwikkeld, moderner en meer geürbaniseerd, 
terwijl Dusun Sompok, gelegen op de droge heuvelhellingen, een van de meer 
geïsoleerde en armere gehuchten van het dorp vormt.
Tijdens	 het	 onderzoek	 zijn	 vooral	 etnografische	 methoden	 gebruikt	
waaronder participerende observatie en diepte-interviews. Daarnaast is een survey 
gehouden onder alle huishoudens in Miri en Sompo, zijn levensgeschiedenissen 
van geselecteerde informanten gereconstrueerd, en lokale archiefgegevens en 
secondaire data verzameld. De twee belangrijkste onderzoeksperioden besloegen 
achtereenvolgens een periode van anderhalve jaar na de economische crisis (1998-
99) en een periode van zes maanden na de aardbeving in 2006. In de tussenliggende 
periode en in de jaren na 2016, heb ik voortdurend korte bezoeken gebracht aan het 
dorp.
De belangrijkste bevindingen van het onderzoek worden hieronder in twee 
paragrafen samengevat: eerst de strijd van de dorpelingen tegen armoede sinds de 
jaren zestig van de vorige eeuw, vervolgens de dynamiek van sociale solidariteit in 
de twee crisisperioden.
De Strijd Tegen Armoede, 1960-2015
Tot de jaren zeventig van de vorige eeuw was Sriharjo een geïsoleerd en door 
armoede getroffen dorp dat zeer afhankelijk was van landbouw. De toegang tot land 
was zeer beperkt, de bedrijfsomvang erg klein en een groot deel van het dorpsgebied 
bestond uit droge, geërodeerde heuvelhellingen. Transportfaciliteiten waren zeer 
beperkt, het opleidingsniveau erg laag, en vruchtbaarheidscijfers betrekkelijk hoog. 
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Al deze factoren droegen bij aan Sriharjo’s chronische armoede in de laat-koloniale 
periode, gedurende het naoorlogse Soekarno regime (1945-1966), en in de eerste 
jaren van het Suharto regime, zoals Penny en Singarimbun hebben gedocumenteerd. 
Aan het eind van hun studie concludeerden Penny en Singarimbun dat vier 
belangrijke stappen essentieel waren om armoede in Sriharjo te overwinnen: (1) 
landbouwintensivering, (2) geboortebeperking door middel van gezinsplanning, (3) 
rurale industrialisatie en (4) hervestiging in streken buiten Java (transmigratie).
Vanaf het eind van de jaren zeventig, een paar jaar na Penny en Singarimbun’s 
onderzoek, kwam in Sriharjo een proces van ingrijpende sociaal-economische 
transformatie op gang, gebaseerd op intensivering van de landbouw, infrastructurele 
ontwikkeling,	diversificatie	van	de	 rurale	 economie	 en	 toegang	 tot	 nieuwe	centra	
van groei in stedelijke gebieden. De Groene Revolutie omvatte een verbetering van 
de irrigatie-infrastructuur, hoge opbrengst gevende zaadvariëteiten, kunstmest en 
pesticiden, hetgeen in opvallende stijgingen van rijstopbrengsten resulteerde. Het 
gezinsplanningsbeleid was betrekkelijk succesvol, de vruchtbaarheidscijfers liepen 
terug, en de nieuwe polikliniek (Puskesmas Imogori II) in Sriharjo verbeterde de 
toegang tot de gezondheidszorg. 
Tegelijkertijd verstrekten verschillende hulpprogramma’s voor kleinschalige 
rurale industrie krediet voor het produceren van bijvoorbeeld palmsuiker, tempé 
en voorwerpen van bamboe. Ze bevorderden de werkgelegenheid van met name 
plattelandsvrouwen. Ook transmigratie werd in het dorp gestimuleerd, maar zonder 
significante	resultaten.	Er	was	weinig	interesse	en	heel	weinig	huishoudens	deden	
mee aan het programma; de inwoners waren bang Java te verlaten voor een onzekere 
toekomst op andere eilanden en twijfelden of vestiging elders hun levensonderhoud 
en welvaart zou verbeteren. 
In het midden van Suharto’s Nieuwe Orde (beginnend in de jaren tachtig) 
begon de toegenomen werkgelegenheid in stedelijke gebieden een substantiële 
invloed op rurale armoede te krijgen, omdat een toenemend aantal dorpelingen 
werk vond in zowel grote als kleine steden in met name de regio Yogyakarta. Ze 
werkten voornamelijk in de bouw, als bakso-verkoper en becakrijder (mannen), als 
huishoudelijk hulp (vrouwen), in fabrieken (mannen en vrouwen) en in diverse andere 
sectoren. Dit leidde, op haar beurt, tot een daling van het lokale arbeidsbestand in de 
landbouw in de rurale streken rond Sriharjo. Het stelde sommige werkzoekenden uit 
Sriharjo in staat – met name die uit het oostelijk deel, die doorgaans geen toegang 
hadden tot geïrrigeerd land - in nabijgelegen dorpen werk te vinden in de landbouw, 
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zoals voorbereidende grondbewerking, planten en oogsten, veelal tegen een loon 
bestaande uit geoogste rijst (gabah).
Ofschoon deze sociaal-economische veranderingen ongetwijfeld resulteerden in 
vele algemene verbeteringen alsmede in groeiende inkomsten en welvaart voor vele 
huishoudens, zijn er in verschillende delen van het dorp nog steeds huishoudens die 
in betrekkelijke armoede leven (zoals zowel blijkt uit raming van de inkomsten, als 
uit de observatie van de situatie van deze huishoudens). Er is sprake van toenemende 
en zichtbare sociaal-economische klasse-ongelijkheid, die dikwijls gerelateerd is aan 
de verschillen in inkomsten in de stedelijke sector en in de landbouw. De oorzaken 
en vormen van ongelijkheid zijn veranderd, aangezien ze niet langer uitsluitend 
worden bepaald door de controle over land en de positie in de agrarische structuur, 
maar ook door niet-agrarische werkgelegenheid en inkomsten.
Kortom, in Sriharjo hebben zich sinds de jaren tachtig opvallende verbeteringen 
in welvaart en vermindering in de frequentie van armoede voorgedaan, mede ten 
gevolge van verbeteringen in infrastructuur, zoals wegen, irrigatie, onderwijs, 
en gezondheidszorg. Als we na meer dan 40 jaar terugkeren naar Penny en 
Singarimbun’s vier “hoofdzaken” voor de reducering van armoede, kunnen we het 
volgende concluderen.
Ten eerste, dat agrarische intensivering (door verbetering van irrigatie, 
zaadvariëteiten, industriële input en technieken) heeft geleid tot aanmerkelijke 
toenames in opbrengsten per hectare. Het is ten goede gekomen aan degenen die 
in de landbouw werkzaam zijn, zij het vooral aan de minderheid van grondbezitters 
met relatief meer land. Voor zover degenen zonder land of met heel weinig land 
ook	hebben	geprofiteerd	van	de	 intensivering,	 is	dat	meestal	door	stijging	van	de	
oogstlonen.
Ten tweede, dat het gezinsplanningsbeleid succesvol is geweest, in die 
zin dat de meeste, maar niet alle, echtparen, nu gemakkelijk toegang hebben tot 
anticonceptiemiddelen. De totale bevolking bleef evenwel groeien met dezelfde 
bescheiden cijfers als in de jaren zestig (minder dan 1,0 procent per jaar), met een 
geringe terugloop in de jaren zeventig en tachtig, maar met een terugkeer naar het 
niveau van de jaren zestig gedurende de twee eerste decennia van de 21ste eeuw. Er 
is geen reden te geloven dat deze voortdurende, maar langzame bevolkingsgroei 
een invloedrijke belemmering vormde voor toenemende economische groei of 
afnemende armoede, zowel in Sriharjo in het bijzonder als in de regio Yogyakarta in 
het algemeen.
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Ten derde, dat wat betreft ‘rurale industrialisatie’ de afgelopen vier decennia 
de opkomst hebben laten zien van een aantal nieuwe niet-agrarische (hoofdzakelijk 
ambachtelijke) industrieën, maar ook een zekere mate van de-industrialisatie, 
aangezien sommige activiteiten (met name de productie van palmsuiker) zijn 
teruggelopen.	Veel	belangrijkere	bronnen	van	inkomensdiversificatie	vormen	thans	
de toegenomen kleinhandel (eetkraampjes, warung) in en rond het dorp en de enorme 
groei, niet van de rurale industrie, maar van andere niet-agrarische activiteiten buiten 
het dorp.
Ten vierde, dat het zich vestigen in locaties buiten Java (door middel van 
transmigratie of spontane migratie) van weinig betekenis is geweest. Van veel 
grotere betekenis is het pendelen en de circulaire migratie naar verscheidene 
locaties met urbane werkgelegenheid in fabrieken, de bouw en in de huishoudelijke 
dienstverlening, zowel in het dichtbij gelegen Yogyakarta als het verder weg gelegen 
Jakarta en West-Java.
The Crisis Experience and Social Solidarity
Gebaseerd op een vergelijking van de ervaringen van de inwoners van Miri 
en Sompok op het eind van de jaren negentig en na de aardbeving in 2006, laten de 
belangrijkste onderzoeksresultaten zich als volgt samenvatten.
Ten eerste, dat in veel opzichten, de meer “ontwikkelde” buurten en 
huishoudens het meest kwetsbaar zijn voor externe crises. Dit weerspiegelt het 
feit dat ontwikkeling meer welvaart brengt voor begunstigden (degenen in meer 
welvarende locaties en sociaal-economische groepen), maar ook grotere risico’s.
Ten tweede, dat de oudere generaties (die de crisis in de jaren zestig hebben 
meegemaakt en in sommige gevallen ook die in de jaren veertig) minder moeite 
hadden met de ontberingen tijdens de krismon dan de jongere generatie die nog nooit 
zo’n economische crisis had meegemaakt. Dit suggereert dat hun levenservaring 
(met name de ervaring van tegenspoed) hen veerkrachtiger heeft gemaakt dan 
degenen die nooit een crisis hebben meegemaakt.
Ten derde, dat de relatief arme dorpelingen in Sriharjo – die dikwijls minder 
toegang hadden tot sociale relaties en ondersteunende netwerken – in hoge mate 
erkentelijk waren voor de overheidssteun in de vorm van voedselpakketen, 
gesubsidieerde rijstrantsoenen (raskin-beras miskin), gratis medische zorg, etc. Ze 
waren daarentegen dikwijls zeer kritisch op sommige (niet alle) vormen van donaties 
van privé-organisaties, politieke partijen, etc., die ze als ongepast of ongeschikt 
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beschouwden en die in een aantal gevallen veeleer de agenda van de donors dienden 
dan de noden van de bevolking.
Ten vierde, dat na de krismon in 1998 gemeenschappelijke activiteiten (zoals 
verbeteringen aan gebouwen en wegen, en nachtelijke wachtpatrouilles) toenamen. 
Een van de redenen daarvoor was dat veel mensen tijdelijk zonder werk zaten 
en dus genoeg tijd overhadden. De gezamenlijke protesten en het eisen van een 
meer gelijke verdeling van de overheidssteun kunnen eveneens worden gezien als 
uitdrukkingen van gemeenschapssolidariteit. Hetzelfde kan worden geconstateerd in 
de onmiddellijke nasleep van de aardbeving in 2006, toen gotong royong, in de strikte 
betekenis van gemeenschappelijke arbeid, van grote betekenis was voor het redden 
van mensen die in hun huizen vastzaten, voor het verwijderen en begraven van de 
doden, het verzorgen van de gewonden, het optrekken van tijdelijke schuilplaatsen 
en communale keukens, etc. Spontane individuele hulpacties (zonder de verwachting 
van reciprociteit) vonden ook plaats in de nasleep van de krismon en de aardbeving, 
zoals het helpen van buren op het land of bij het herstellen van huizen, zonder de 
verwachting meer dan een maaltijd terug te krijgen. Uitlenen, lenen en delen tussen 
inwoners onderling kwam ook vaker voor na de krismon en de aardbeving. In de 
landbouw kwam sambatan (onbetaalde reciproque arbeid), die eerder in betekenis 
was afgenomen, ten tijde van de krismon weer meer voor. 
Ten vijfde, dat actieve netwerken van leden van een afstammingsgroep (trah), 
na de aardbeving voorzagen in belangrijke hulpbronnen, iets dat niet zo duidelijk 
was in krismon-periode. Een deel van de uitwisselingen van goederen en diensten 
binnen deze trah-netwerken was meer egalitair/symmetrisch van aard , terwijl 
een ander deel een meer patroon-cliënt/asymmetrisch karakter had. Patroon-cliënt 
verhoudingen werden in sommige gevallen omgekeerd, wanneer de voormalige 
“cliënt”, betrekkelijk onaangetast door de ramp, een voormalige “patroon”, die zwaar 
getroffen was, te hulp schoot. Maar in andere gevallen was de relatie verbroken, 
zodat cliënten geen hulp konden krijgen in tijden van nood, bijvoorbeeld wanneer 
grondbezitters hun langdurige relaties met landarbeiders of deelbouwers afbraken 
en in plaats daarvan hun grond verhuurden om de onmiddellijke behoefte aan geld 
te dekken. Ondertussen bleken individuele (dyadische) relaties met patroons (zoals 
in ngenger) of gewoon met vrienden of collega’s ook nuttig te zijn voor een aantal 
dorpelingen.
Ten zesde, dat de frequentie van diefstal na de krismon (in Miri) toenam en 
leidde tot de oprichting van een nieuwe post voor de nachtwacht. In de nasleep van 
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de aardbeving daarentegen lijkt dit geen probleem te zijn geweest, ofschoon men 
zou verwachten dat mensen meer kwetsbaar voor diefstal waren toen ze in tijdelijke 
schuilplaatsen woonden.
Ten zevende, dat na de aardbeving veel nominale moslims (abangan) werden 
aangemoedigd de geloofspraktijken van vrome moslims over te nemen, iets wat 
niet voorkwam na de krismon. Enkele jaren later, evenwel, waren er tekenen van 
achteruitgang wat betreft de naleving van religieuze plichten en van een terugkeer 
van de abangan-traditie. Deze ommekeer kan gedeeltelijk te verklaren zijn door 
de lokale aversie tegen de aanwezigheid en activiteiten van fundamentalistische 
groepen in het dorp.
Ten achtste, en tenslotte, dat gedurende de krismon de slametan eenvoudiger 
van karakter werd (minder gasten en gewoner voedsel), maar haar basale karakter van 
een rituele bijeenkomst van verwanten en buren in het huis van de gastheer behield. 
In de nasleep van de aardbeving daarentegen veranderden de slametan-praktijken 
ingrijpender, met name in Miri. Uit noodzaak werd voedsel na het uitspreken van 
gebeden naar de “gasten” toegebracht, aangezien de “gastheer” geen huis had om 
ze te ontvangen. Omdat huizen die met geld van steunfondsen werden gebouwd niet 
langer een ruimte bevatte die groot genoeg was om gasten te ontvangen, neigden de 
bewoners van deze huizen er in de daarop volgende jaren ook toe om het ‘rituele 
samenzijn’ van de selametan aan zich voorbij te laten gaan, en in plaats daarvan 
voedselpakketten naar “genodigden” te sturen.
Conclusie
Het leidt geen twijfel dat lokale praktijken en relaties van gemeenschappelijke 
en individuele solidariteit aanzienlijke en broodnodige steun boden aan de vele 
slachtoffers van de economische crisis in de jaren negentig en de aardbeving in 2006. 
Desalniettemin, hadden niet alle slachtoffers toegang tot deze relaties en vormden ze 
geen substituut voor de door de overheid gesponsorde, geïnstitutionaliseerde sociale 
zekerheid programma’s (met betrekking tot gezondheidszorg, armoedeverlichting, 
voedselsubsidies, rampenbestrijding, wederopbouw, etc.). Dit blijft een 
hoofdverantwoordelijkheid van de regering.
De staat heeft de eerste verantwoordelijkheid voor het ondersteunen van de 
zwakkere groepen in de gemeenschap, zowel in ‘normale’ tijden en (meer nog) 
gedurende economische crises en natuurlijke rampen. De steun zal niet slagen als 
deze te haastig wordt verleend, top-down via alle overheidsniveaus, van nationaal 
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niveau naar dorp en buurt, met name niet als de doelgroep niet is betrokken bij het 
gehele planningsproces.
Bovendien hebben instituties op dorps- en buurtniveau aangetoond in staat te 
zijn externe regeringssteun of hulp van derden op transparante wijze te kanaliseren. 
De gewone mensen zijn niet beschroomd geweest zich te laten horen als ze vonden 
dat niet op de juiste manier met fondsen werd omgegaan. Dit geeft enige grond voor 
optimisme, dat de gestegen begrotingsmiddelen die sinds de invoering van de nieuwe 
Dorpswet in 2014 beschikbaar worden gesteld op een gepaste en effectieve wijze 
kunnen worden aangewend ten behoeve van de dorpsbewoners, als dit tenminste 
vergezeld gaat met sterke lokale democratische mechanismen die controle houden 
op degenen die verantwoordelijk zijn voor de allocatie van deze fondsen.
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